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Counterstories of Black High School Students and Graduates of NYC Independent Schools: 
A Narrative Case Study 
by  
Kahdeidra Monét Martin 
 
Advisor: Dr. Wendy Luttrell 
 
Public youth resistance movements in 2019 and 2020 exposed the entrenchment of 
racism, sexism, heteronormativity, and classism across New York City independent schools 
(NYCIS). In order to support the imminent need for schools to provide effective diversity, 
inclusion, and equity supports that address broad issues of school climate, relationships, and 
pedagogy, there is a need to better understand the specific, hyperlocal experiences of 
Black/African Descendant (BAD) students, who occupy several unique, unexplored spaces in 
educational research. The following four research questions helped to conceptualize the 
experiences that support and hinder the academic success and long term well-being of BAD 
students in NYCIS:  
1. What kinds of multimodal and linguistic resources do BAD high school youth and 
alumni/ae of NYCIS use to express their identities as members of various 
communities?  
 
2. How do ideologies of language, race, class, and gender impact perceived schooling 
experiences of BAD high school youth and alumni/ae? What challenges and supports 
do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae encounter in NYCIS?  
 
3. According to BAD alumni/ae, what are the lasting impacts of their NYCIS 
experiences on their present day lives? 
4. How do multimodal, public narratives of BAD alumni/ae describe ideologies of 




In this relational narrative case study, I used purposeful sampling to identify six total 
participants for in-depth interviews, and I employed document analysis of four fiction and non-
fiction narratives. In summary, I collected and analyzed four written narratives, six interview 
transcripts, and two visual collages as data sources. My central theories of translanguaging, 
critical race theory, and intersectionality guided all aspects of study design, and I engage in 
critical race methodology, which is crystallized in explicitly exploring counterstory as narrative 
inquiry (Berry & Cook, 2019; Kim, 2016; Martinez, 2020; Miller et al., 2020) and centering the 
role of intersectionality (Berry & Cook, 2019). The interview findings led to the development of 
28 thematic codes centered on six salient topics: (a) relationships with peers, (b) relationships 
with teachers, (c) rigorous academics, (d) school culture, (e) expressing sexuality, and (f) 
hyperlocal literacies. These findings contribute to research on BAD students in independent 
schools illustrating that racism and classism continue to negatively impact the socialization of 
middle- and lower-income Black students (Datnow & Cooper, 1997; DeCuir-Gunby, 2007; 
French, 2018; Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Jacobs, 2017). This study also adds to the general body 
of research on the socialization of youth in elite independent schools (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; 
Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009; French, 2018; Kane, 1992; Khan, 2011; Powell, 1996).  
Findings for RQ1 were that BAD high school students used both linguistic and semiotic 
resources to express their identities. They strategically used the breadth of their linguistic 
repertoires to challenge raciolinguistic ideologies (Rosa & Flores, 2017) and position themselves 
as members of NYCIS communities. They also disrupted dominant semiotic discourses related to 
hair grooming by wearing their natural coily hair, discussed the importance of languaging to 
identity construction, and actively translanguaged with African American Language and 
Mainstream American English throughout the interview. 
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Findings for RQ2 are that BAD participants experienced psychological, emotional, and 
physical harm resulting from dehumanizing ideologies of language, race, class, and gender. 
Raciolinguistic ideologies in general (Martin et al., 2019; Rosa & Flores, 2017), and anti-Black 
linguistic racism specifically (Baker-Bell, 2020) contributed to the linguistic expression of their 
BAD identities being degraded. In addition, BAD participants experienced deficit narratives of 
racial inferiority, hypersexuality, undesirability, and criminalization. In several accounts, BAD 
girls in co-ed schools were surveilled and verbally attacked by teachers more than BAD boys, 
belying their intersectional experiences of racism and sexism (Crenshaw, 1989; 1990). 
Moreover, the disproportional harassment and harsh treatment of BAD girls overall is indicative 
of misogynoir (Bailey, 2010; 2016). On the whole, BAD youth and alumni/ae benefitted most 
from: (a) relationships with faculty and staff members who served as mentors, (b) teachers who 
demonstrated interest in their cultures and taught a multicultural curricula, (c) time and space to 
socialize with BAD peers, and (d) participation in sports and arts programming.  
Findings for RQ3 are that BAD participants experienced the lasting negative impacts of 
low self-esteem and a lack of self-awareness. More useful impacts include academic preparation 
for college and preparation for the microaggressions that accompany attending a predominantly 
White institution. These findings align with scholarship that reported how students who attended 
elite secondary schools are prepared for the academic rigors and social discourses of highly 
selective colleges and universities (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; Jack, 2016; 2019; Kane, 1992; 
Khan, 2011). Findings for RQ4 are that public narratives of BAD alumni corroborate thematic 
codes constructed from interview narratives. One novel finding of the public narratives is the 
great extent to which participant experiences in private school preparatory programs like Prep for 




In all that I think, say, and do, I am a daughter of the Most High God—Olodumare, 
Mawu-Lisa, Nzambi Mpungu, Immanuel. Thank You for molding and loving me as You do. 
Thank You for the breath of life and for showing me Your face. You are my beloved, and I am 
Yours. I give honor and praise to my ancestors for the DNA and àṣẹ that unlocks my destiny. 
Thank you for an inheritance of faith, courage, and genius that is prized beyond measure. I honor 
all of my lwa, oriṣa, vodun, bisimbi, and guardian angels who walk with me each day. Amen. 
Àṣẹ. Ayibobo.  
This doctoral journey has been an epic adventure of community-building and self-
discovery. I am indebted to the scholars who have lighted my path, both in word and in deed. 
First, my dissertation chair and academic advisor, Dr. Wendy Luttrell, has supported and 
advocated for me in every way imaginable, through five years of crying, praying, masking, 
dancing, laughing, snarking, and sipping potluck lentil soups. As a cross between my “academic 
Mommy” and life coach, she has listened intently to all of my grand ideas and proposals, 
encouraged me to explore my passions, reflected back a through line of research interests that I 
did not know I had been developing, challenged and stretched me in ways that I did not 
anticipate, and helped me to develop my voice as a scholar. She has given her heart, her passion, 
her intellect, her physical labor, and her spirit to supporting her advisees, inspiring her students, 
and to strengthening the Ph.D. Program in Urban Education as Executive Officer. I give thanks 
for the consistency of her mentorship and the genuineness of her friendship.  
Dr. Melissa Schieble has been an incredibly sweet and generous mentor, apprenticing me 
in teacher education research. Since the moment I met you, it has been a fast-paced ride of 
research, writing, publishing, and presenting. I absolutely am more knowledgeable, more patient, 
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more skilled, and more confident because of you. Thank you for being my academic “big sister.” 
Before I had ever considered stepping foot back in somebody’s school, let alone a career in 
academia, I knew the name of Dr. Cecilia Cutler (who is technically my “academic niece,” but 
now I am her academic niece, and we’ve come full circle). One could not have studied 
sociolinguistics with Dr. John Rickford (my “academic Daddy”) in the early 2000s and not read 
the famous study about these wealthy White boys from Yorkville who immersed themselves in 
Hip Hop culture. Having recently graduated from Chapin, I wondered if I had known any of 
these “prep school gangstas” tryna front, and I wanted to meet this woman whose work 
foreshadowed the ways that my independent school, Hip Hop, and multiethnic Black linguistic 
worlds could possibly unite. In many ways, your research provided a conceptual blueprint for 
this dissertation study, and I give thanks. While I have never been a student in her class, I have 
never left Dr. Carla Shedd’s office without a lesson—a book (like actual hard copy), a reference, 
a chuckle, a look…I give thanks for your presence, your beautiful natural hairstyles, and your 
generosity of spirit. 
Dr. Ofelia García, mi “madrina académica,” has been a lighthouse on this doctoral 
journey. She first introduced me to critical, post-structural perspectives on language and gently, 
though consistently, prodded me to dig deeper and reconsider my structuralist conceptions of 
language. It was through her mentoring and scholarship on translanguaging that I could envision 
a place for myself in the field of linguistics. Mil graçias. With his warmth, humor, commitment 
to educational equity, and commitment to excellence, Dr. Steve Brier has filled my glass on 
many occasions, and I give thanks.  
There are countless departments, offices, and individuals at the Graduate Center who 
have enriched my life over the past five years. Thank you to Christine Saieh and Matt Binetti in 
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the Urban Education office; to Vin DeLuca and all my peeps in the Office of the Registrar for the 
best international snacks and lotions in baskets; to the CUNY Mellon Humanities Alliance; to the 
Advanced Research Collaborative; and to the Interactive Technology and Pedagogy Certificate 
Program. Last but certainly not least, I am honored to have been a part of the CUNY-NYSIEB 
and CUNY-IIE research collaboratives. Your passions and tenacity are already changing the 
world.  
Wendy’s Awesome Advisees have provided immeasurable support, inspiration, 
modeling, and joy over the years: Dr. Ana Maria Correa, Dr. Natalia Ortiz, Dr. Victoria Restler, 
Dr. Ivana Espinet, Dr. Whitney Hollins, Dr. Madhu Narayanan, and (soon to be Dr.) Emily Clark 
all embraced me during that first, difficult year after my mother passed, and I am ever grateful 
for your friendship. New members have joined and kept the energy flowing, and I am especially 
thankful for the criticality and the camaraderie of Karen Zaino, Andrea Nicktee Juarez Mendoza, 
Erica Campbell, and William Orellana.  
 My dear, sweet, courageous, brilliant, loving, fierce, radical Cohort 16. You each inspire 
and motivate me to keep pushing and to keep the faith. Thank you: Dora Trujillo, Francine 
Almash, Maryann Polesinelli, Khánh Lê, Doris Porto, Marcus Richardson, Anna Malyukova, 
Kashema Hutchinson, Lisa Millsaps, Dr. Shawn Brown, Tatiana Cozzarelli, Dr. Vanita Naidoo, 
Aderinsola Gilbert, and Christina Basias. I am honored that our paths have crossed this time 
around. To our dearly departed friend Tom Snell—May you rest in perfect peace. Fifi, the truth 
of our friendship is a never depleting gift. Kashema, Derin, and Marcus: One Love. Littles4Life. 
 I am grateful to my teachers, friends, and colleagues throughout the independent school 
community whom I stand together with in this juncture in our history. Throughout it all, I remain 
a proud alumna of Grace Church School and Chapin. Both communities have helped to nurture 
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the scholar and lifelong learner that I am today, and the relationships formed have withstood the 
test of time. I am especially grateful to Ms. Erica Corbin and my fellow Chapin Scholars in 
Residence—Dr. Westenley Alcenat and (soon to be Dr.) Naomi Extra—who are outstanding 
scholars and artists broadening the realm of excellence wherever they go.  
 Who knows where I would be if it were not for my f(r)amily. Dr. Lyndon K. Gill, my 
brotha, Bwana Issa, nakupenda sana. You set the pace and have supported me on my myriad 
winding paths. For you and Dada Aika Swai, Mama Masomi, I give thanks for cosmic 
connections from way back when. I am also full of gratitude for my sweet Mama Queenie, Ms. 
Elizabeth Yvonne Kelly, and her doting son Claude, who graciously shares her with me and the 
world. Your strident faith and encouragement have meant more than any neologism could ever 
express. Tanks mi dear. Thanks to my brilliant uncle Dr. Rudolph Alexander, Sr. for setting the 
path and to my genius cousin Dr. Turquoise Perlote for following the footprints. I give thanks to 
all of my cousins, aunts, and uncles, especially Ms. Cozella Abramson, God bless the dead, and 
Ms. Patricia Worthy, for always cheering me on. Ms. Hermanica Thelusca is a consistent source 
of light and motivation that my heart can not live without. I love you, my baby. Thank you for 
your patience and support during so many long, long nights and too busy days. It gets better from 
here. My beloved father Sylvester Alexander has been my rock over these past five years, 
uplifting and assuring me of his love through the darkest times I’ve seen. I love you, Daddy. And 
to my big brother, Joe Daniel Green IV—no one has ever believed in me as much as you. You 
have loved and protected me from the start and have never abandoned your post. While the 
trinity is now a pair, I will hold you both in my heart for eternity.  
 And to the six—Aissatou, True, Chevelle, Kandace, Jonathan, and Aisha—thank you for 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 
 
Statement of the Problem 
“I’ve spent thirteen years here. I don’t want any of y’all to have to question whether or 
not this is your school or if you have a home here. Some people haven’t been here long enough 
to have that experience. Younger people are blind to that sort of thing, and I wanted to open 
their minds.” These are the words of Poly Prep Day school senior Jeovanna deShong-Connor 
(Bilger & Weinstein, 2019). It seems that 2019 will be remembered as the year of the voice for 
students of color in New York City independent schools, when they joined their White allies to 
gain national attention for unprecedented activism against racism and other forms of systemic 
oppression. These multiracial, multicultural, and multilingual coalitions of middle and high 
school students launched demands, took over school buildings, spearheaded news conferences 
and social media campaigns, and gained the support of city and state elected officials like Mayor 
Bill De Blasio and State Attorney General Leticia James.  
On January 18, 2019, leaders of Umoja, the Black student affinity group at Poly Prep Day 
school, organized an assembly in honor of Martin Luther King, Jr. where they read an open letter 
to the school’s administration about their failure to adequately discipline White female students 
featured in a video wearing blackface and making primate sounds (Stewart & Shapiro, 2019). 
The letter also included a list of demands, a call for student sit-ins immediately following the 
assembly, and the call to action “Today we are not doing a moment of silence. We have been 
silent for too long” (Bilger & Weinstein, 2019).  
One month later, a video emerged of White male students at The Fieldston School 
repeatedly screaming the N-word with the phrase “crack n----rs!” (Barron, 2019; Moynihan & 
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Chapman, 2019). Two months later, secondary school student activism in the Bronx merged with 
university student activism in Bronxville as students from both The Fieldston School and Sarah 
Lawrence College engaged in multiple political actions, including building occupations, on 
March 11th (Nasheed, 2019; Patel, 2019). A thematic analysis of demand lists, press releases, 
student comments, and social media images illustrates that students were protesting anti-
Blackness in school curricula and a lack of racial representation among faculty and students, 
both pressing issues for P-16 education research.   
Personally, 2019 marked the 20th anniversary of my own high school graduation, but this 
is just one part of a bridge that connects me with these student activists. I am a Black woman 
educator who was raised in a low-income neighborhood in Brooklyn, NY, and I am also an 
engaged alumna of two NYC independent schools whose nurturing and rigor set me on a firm 
path to the doctoral journey that I am on now. I see myself and my classmates in these students, 
and I yearn to elevate their voices and perspectives beyond the media coverage. I want to hear 
and tell their stories about negotiating ideologies of race, class, and gender as it relates to their 
schooling experiences. 
 
Skreets and Crossroads: Researcher Positionality 
When I was three years of age, an older cousin who had been born and raised in New 
York told me to say the word ‘street.’ When I said it, he laughed and told me again to say the 
word. He then asked that I say the word ‘strawberry.’ After I had done so, he laughed at me 
again and told me that I could not speak right. I was confused, hurt, angry, and scared. I 
wondered why he was being mean to me and what I had done wrong. The words sounded the 
same to me. A couple of years later, I learned that I had been pronouncing the word ‘street’ as 
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/skrit/ and the word ‘strawberry’ as /skrɑwberi/. This is a regular sound change in African 
American Language and Gullah Geechee (Rickford, 1999), particularly in the coastal Georgia 
region where I was born, but it was not common among New Yorkers. Until this moment of 
confrontation, I had always been praised for my language abilities, for speaking more “clearly” 
than other children my age, for reciting my ABC’s, and for knowing how to write my first name. 
I had already developed an academic identity as being exceptional, and yet my cousin was 
bullying me because of how I pronounced certain words. It was the first time that I can recall 
feeling like an ‘other’ and that my language practices were inferior. It was the first time that I 
can recall being aware of linguistic variation. 
I titled this section “Skreets and Crossroads” to reflect the convergence of beliefs and 
languages that shaped my childhood. I am the skreet that begins at apartment 144B in the Garden 
Homes public housing of Savannah, merging onto 111th Road in Hollis, becoming a one-way 
westbound on Fenimore Street in Crown Heights, intersecting with Newkirk Avenue at 
Vanderveer Estates, and running parallel to East End Avenue in Yorkville. I am a crossroad 
where cultures and languages intersect. Like a skreet, my perspectives and surrounding 
environments have changed over space and time, but my origin remains the same. Like a 
crossroad, I often broker connections among a diverse consortment of people, families, and 
cultures; to be a crossroad is to be a translator. At its best, being a crossroad has strengthened my 
multicultural competence and empathy skills. At its worst, as a Black female, I experienced the 
colliding of racism and sexism in what legal scholar and feminist critical race theorist Kimberlé 
Crenshaw has termed intersectionality.  
Intersectionality is not only about identity but the context and structures that marginalize 
certain identities, particularly race and gender (Crenshaw, 1989; 1990). My experience is a 
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counter-narrative that foregrounds the convergent marginalized identities of Blackness, 
womanhood, and poverty, that can be analyzed through critical race methodology (Solorzano & 
Yosso, 2002). In my attention to the ways that languaging practices reflect and shape identity, I 
build on the works of the queer Chicana feminist scholar Gloria Anzaldúa who stated: 
Necesitamos teorías [we need theories] that will rewrite history using race, class, gender, 
and ethnicity as categories of analysis, theories that cross borders, that blur boundaries—
new kinds of theories with new theorizing methods . . . social issues such as race, class, 
and sexual difference are intertwined with the narrative and poetic elements of a text, 
elements in which theory is embedded. In our mestizaje theories we create new categories 
for those of us left out or pushed out of existing ones. (Anzaldúa, 1990, p.xxv-xxvi)  
As a crossroads and creative writer who revels in reading and crafting all types of literature, I 
aim to produce narratives that more accurately depict the intertwining of my social identities and 
their impact on my consciousness, particularly in my use of language. As Crenshaw discussed 
the failure of intersectionality when assuming monolithic experiences of race and gender that 
marginalized Black women, I have experienced a similar failure of intersectionality in relation to 
diasporic Black identities in New York City.  
In much academic literature, Black people in the United States are depicted as 
monolithically Black American or Caribbean or African, with each group having discrete 
cultural and languaging practices. One is either an immigrant or not, bilingual or not. Yet, my 
identity has been shaped by complex perspectives of migration, immigration, and belonging. My 
linguistic communities of practice were multilingual, and our shared repertoire included words of 
various origins. I regularly assembled words and phrases from American English, Caribbean 
Englishes, Kreyól, and Spanish to express my emotions. Maturana and Varela (1987) describe 
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linguistic domains as the domain of all an individual’s linguistic behaviors. In a multilingual 
context, I employed my full linguistic domain, or repertoire, to navigate these relationships. In 
addition, my ability to fluently integrate linguistic signs from seemingly disparate named 
languages is an example of translanguaging (Garcia & Wei, 2014). As scholars critique 
traditional theories of bounded languages, translanguaging practices extend to the English 
languaging practices of African Americans and Caribbean Americans, as well.   
My experience provides a counternarrative to the deficit paradigm afforded to 
impoverished families and to Black and Latino families. In a working-class, immigrant, African 
American home with Georgia roots, I developed an exceptional capacity for language, resulting 
in high scores on the reading portion of standardized exams throughout grade school. I 
consistently scored above the 90th percentile on New York State citywide exams, the Independent 
School Entrance Examination (ISEE), and, more recently, the Verbal Reasoning section of the 
Graduate Record Examination (GRE). Despite my performance on these exams, they did not 
capture the full range of my linguistic awareness and heteroglossic competence, the multilingual 
abilities that fall outside of normative perceptions of multilingualism because they are viewed as 
truncated or incomplete. For example, the discourses of “achievement gap” and “language gap” 
are driven by conceptions of discrete, autonomous, enumerated languages that only privilege the 
language practices of some students while erasing or stigmatizing the practices of others (Baugh, 
2017; García & Otheguy, 2017). In contrast to deficit narratives, my lived experiences with 
linguistic variation and having the freedom to creatively engage with diverse texts fostered high 





Definition of Terms 
 
Black/African-Descendant (BAD) 
 I use the term Black/African-Descendant (BAD) as an umbrella term to indicate the 
racialized experience of any person of “visible” African descent who resides in the United 
States. This term applies to any who identifies as Black, Black American, African American, or 
any other ethnicized labels from throughout the Black Atlantic and Pan-African diaspora. For 
this study, participants self-identified as Black in order to be eligible to participate. They offer 
their own definitions of Black American, African American, and other pan-ethnic identifiers that 
I include in their narratives. As I will discuss further in Chapter Two, I use BAD ironically, as a 
semantic inversion of bad meaning good in African American Language. By using the terms 
BAD people and BAD languages throughout this study, I hope to disrupt anti-Black discourses 
and inspire readers to query their own biases.   
 
New York City Independent Schools (NYCIS) 
 New York City Independent Schools (NYCIS) are those geographically located within 
the five boroughs of NYC. For this study, NYCIS were delimited to day schools that were 
accredited members of the New York State Association of Independent Schools (NYSAIS). 
 
Alumni/ae 
 Before the concept had congealed as a theoretical frame in my data analysis, the 
significance of hyperlocal literacies first arose in the working title of my study, which was 
“Silent For Too Long”: Voicing the Literacy and Learning Experiences of Black/African-
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Descendant Youth and Alumni/ae of NYC Independent Schools. Upon hearing the title, several 
colleagues at my graduate school asked me why I did not just use the word ‘alum.’ My response 
was that ‘alum’ seemed reductive to me and removed gender, whereas ‘alumni/ae, pronounced 
uh-LUM-nee-eye (/əˈlʌmni.aɪ/, is inclusive of masculine, feminine, and plural gender identities. 
As a cisgender woman and proud graduate of a girls school, I am an alumna, and I wanted my 
‘a.’ Furthermore, ‘alumni’ indicated masculine plural or a mixed gender group, and its common 
pronunciation of uh-LUM-ny (/əˈlʌmnaɪ/) is inconsistent with Latin phonology, and it should be 
pronounced uh-LUM-nee (/əˈlʌmni/). After hearing this explanation, I was often met with 
bewilderment, with some responding that they never knew the different meanings of the terms, 
but “Okay.” It had not occurred to me that in developing a term that I thought was gender 
inclusive, only an exclusive group of people who were knowledgeable of Latin would be able to 
decode it as such.  
The effects of using this language in my recruitment is unknown. Some potential research 
participants might have decoded the alumni/ae construction as a normalized aspect of 
independent school hyperlocal literacies and attempts to signify gender inclusivity, while others 
may have recognized the construction as a combination of nominative declensions from Latin yet 
overlooked its political significance. Still, others may not have acquired the knowledge of Latin 
grammar needed to recognize the declined forms of the ‘alumn-’ and noticed and wondered 
about the word, but the odds of this confusion deterring them from otherwise participating is 
negligible. Rather, I am pushed to consider more critically how I communicate my research to a 
broader audience of education scholars and community members without challenging their 
sensibilities from the very start with unknown terms in the title. To this latter concern, I opted to 
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retain usage of the terms but to immediately decode and justify my usage of it and other coined 
phrases like BAD before delving into research design and findings.  
 
Significance of the Study 
In the field of linguistics, scholars are beginning to study variation among African 
Americans and second generation Caribbean Americans. Blake et al. (2015) asserted, “Just as 
African American Language is complex and varied, so too is the social category ‘African 
American.’ The linguistic behavior of second-generation West Indian Americans and their 
African American counterparts calls attention to the ways in which individuals and communities 
of speakers can use and manipulate language, consciously and unconsciously, as a resource to 
mark their identification” (p. 294). These findings corroborate my experience as a BAD child in 
New York City, in that there are several interlocking and overlapping communities of practice 
among speakers of African American Language. More comprehensive studies in the fields of 
linguistics and education are needed to ascertain the complex and nuanced ways that BAD youth 
experience identity development, particularly the impacts of racism, xenophobia, and religious 
prejudice. 
This dissertation contributes to research on BAD students in independent schools by 
examining ethnic heterogeneity; narratives of racism, classism, and sexism; and complex 
languaging practices. It offers narratives of BAD students across boundaries of socioeconomic 
class, ethnicity, and gender expression, disaggregating data in the BAD student population. In 
addition, it offers an exploratory analysis of the languaging practices of youth in independent 
schools, delimited to NYC independent schools (NYCIS).  It is my hope that this research will 
add to the narrative of BAD youth and literacy in the United States by illuminating the agentive, 
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subversive, and necessary place of BAD talk in “good” schools. May the narratives of BAD 
youth in NYCIS provide a wider angle for seeing and grasping the fullness of the urban student 
experience, further problematizing notions of privilege and further eroding borders of race, 
language, and class.  
Research Questions 
The title of this study is Counterstories of Black High School Students and Graduates of 
NYC Independent Schools: A Narrative Case Study. It is essential to understand the perspectives 
of BAD high school students and alumni/ae of NYCIS. Public youth resistance movements in 
2019 and 2020 exposed the entrenchment of racism, sexism, heteronormativity, and classism in 
NYCIS. School administrations, faculty, families, students, and alumni/ae all have varying 
perspectives on the extent of harm inflicted on students, the degree to which curricula and 
policies should be changed, and what kinds of resources are needed to do so. In order to support 
the imminent need for NYCIS to provide effective DE&I supports that address broad issues of 
school climate, relationships, and pedagogy, there is a need to better understand the specific, 
hyperlocal experiences of BAD students, who occupy several unique, unexplored spaces in 
educational research. The following four research questions help to conceptualize the 
experiences that support and hinder the academic success and long term well-being of BAD 
students in NYCIS:  
5. What kinds of multimodal and linguistic resources do BAD high school youth and 
alumni/ae of NYCIS use to express their identities as members of various 
communities?  
 
6. How do ideologies of language, race, class, and gender impact perceived schooling 
experiences of BAD high school youth and alumni/ae? What challenges and supports 
do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae encounter in NYCIS?  
 
7. According to BAD alumni/ae, what are the lasting impacts of their NYCIS 
experiences on their present day lives? 
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8. How do multimodal, public narratives of BAD alumni/ae describe ideologies of 
language, race, class, and gender in NYCIS?  
 
Pilot Study 
In October 2019, I reconnected with a friend and fellow BAD woman alumna of NYCIS 
who is a professional writer. She shared a section of her draft memoir with me, and I was struck 
by the similarities of impressions and lasting recollections of our youth in NYCIS, although we 
attended different schools. Inspired by these initial impressions, I completed a pilot study in 
which I conducted a comparative narrative analysis of two works of creative non-fiction that 
each of us had written. Hers is as yet unpublished, and mine, entitled “Savannah Creole,” had 
been published on an online blog website in January 2016. A systematic thematic and discourse 
analysis of the two texts revealed shared conflicts related to: (a) intersectional identities (e.g. race 
and gender), (b) ideologies about race and desirability (specifically related to languaging 
practices and hair texture), (c) racialized notions of privilege, and (d) truth and authenticity. My 
dissertation design delves deeper into narrative analysis to explore the intersections of language, 
race, class, gender, and power/resistance among BAD students in independent schools.  
Based on my lived experience and the results of this pilot study, I anticipated that the 
dissertation project would yield a more nuanced understanding of BAD students’ experiences at 
selective independent schools; competing ideologies of race, ethnicity, and class; the external 
and internal conflicts about privilege that participants experience; and the complex ways that 
participants enact linguistic and other forms of agency through strategically using the breadth of 





CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
BAD Names and BAD Language(s) 
By the time Sonia Sanchez published her second book of poetry, We a BaddDDD People 
(1970), she had helped build the nation’s first Black Studies department as an instructor at San 
Francisco State College and had worked as an assistant professor at the University of Pittsburgh 
and Rutgers University. Moreover, her national accolades had included a PEN Writing Award 
and a grant from the National Institute of the Arts and Letters (Sanchez & Kelly, 2000). 
Crediting Sterling Brown with popularizing the use of “black English” in poetry about poor, 
Southern Black people, Sanchez views herself as continuing the tradition in Northern, urban 
settings: 
 
So what I did, then, was I took the whole idea of using black English and dealing with it 
in an urban setting, incorporating the hipness that was in that black urban setting, which 
means that the English is going to change, right? Langston Hughes did a similar thing via 
the jazz idiom that he employed. This urban thing is a smart, take-no-prisoners kind of 
language, right? It has its own cadence and rhythm. It has its own way of looking at the 
world. It goes out and says simply that ‘I am here. Deal with me.’ The interesting thing 
that I learned from this was that it also said: ‘I come as an equal. And I appreciate the 
language that I speak here in this urban setting.’ (Sanchez & Kelly, 2000, p. 682) 
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While scholars credit Sanchez with popularizing and promoting the legitimacy of Black1 
English among urban people in Northern cities, it was her Southern roots in Alabama that 
inspired the poet’s first love of the language. “It is that love of language that has propelled me, 
that love of language that came from listening to my grandmother speak black English. I would 
repeat what she said and fall out of the bed and fall down on the floor and laugh, and she knew 
that I was enjoying her language, because she knew that I didn't speak black English. But I did 
speak hers, you know” (Sanchez & Kelly, 2000, p. 687). Here, Sanchez references variation in 
“black English” according to region and generational divide, two important factors of language 
change. 
From these interview excerpts, one sees that themes of extended family, migration, 
identity, and justice form the nexus of her relationship to Black English. Sanchez personifies the 
language as “smart” and courageous (“take-no-prisoners”), attributes that affirmed the angst, 
militancy, and nationalism of Black, urban youth identities in the post-Civil Rights era. She was 
a progenitor of unapologetic Blackness and Black womanhood, elevating largely denigrated 
linguistic forms that declared “I am here. Deal with me.” This unapologetic Blackness is signaled 
in the very title of the poetry collection, which includes grammatical and phonological features 
of Black English.  
The title of the collection disrupts standardized notions of grammar, phonology, and 
orthography, signaling the political shift towards strident self-actualization and nationalism 
among urban Black youth of the 1960s. There is the zero-copula of ‘We ø…’ that is a 
grammatical feature traced to Niger-Congo languages (Rickford, 1999). The writing of spoken 
 
1  I capitalize ‘Black’ here because of its reference to both skin color and nationality, as a 
replacement of its predecessor ‘Negro,’ which was capitalized, as well. In doing so, I follow in 
the long tradition of Du Bois (1903/1994). 
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language can be challenging, as there is not always a one to one correlation between phonemes, 
the spoken parts of a language, and graphemes, the written parts of a language. Yet, the 
orthographic rendering of ‘BaddDDD’ with repeating ‘d’s seems to indicate the stressed, 
elongated vowel used for emphasis in Black English, rather than a stressed final consonant. The 
capitalizing also draws the reader’s attention to the word, disrupting standardized notions of 
spelling and meaning.  
Smitherman (1991) credits Holt (1972) with first applying the concept of inversion to 
Black English speakers, noting that inversion is “turning a negative mainstream linguistic or 
social concept into its opposite-e.g., bad = ‘good’...[and] ‘Semantic inversion’ (Smitherman 
1977) is believed to have its origins in West African language use (Turner 1949; Dalby 1969)” 
(p. 130). The use of semantic inversion is subversive. It draws from African traditional religious 
concepts of cosmic balance in that forces of nature are not fundamentally “good” or “evil” in 
absolutist terms, but they are necessary attributes in certain contexts. Fire can warm and cook, 
and fire can burn and destroy. In the context of a White supremacist settler colony, the fiery 
language and political actions of Black youth is courageous. Self-love and preservation by any 
means necessary is courageous, and it takes a “baddDDD” person to do so.   
Throughout this study, I use semantic inversion and punning to disrupt pejorative 
linguistic ideologies about Black youth and their languaging practices. I provide an overview of 
cross-disciplinary scholarship that examines the languaging practices of Black/African-
Descendant (BAD) youth in the United States in order to provide context for understanding how 
ideologies of race and language affect the languaging and literacies of BAD youth in “good” 





BAD Names and BAD English 
 
Presently known as African American Vernacular English (AAVE), African American 
English (AAE), African American Language (AAL), Black English Vernacular, Black English, 
or Ebonics, the languaging practices of African Americans has whetted the appetite of academia 
and the media for centuries. In April 2021, a Google search for the key term “African American 
Vernacular English” produced 318,000 results, and “African American English” yielded 827,000 
results, yet these hits also included duplicate tallies for ‘African American Vernacular English,’ 
lessening their validity. A search for “African American Language” did not include a tally. One 
can attribute these differences in usage to linguistic ideology, a set of beliefs about the nature and 
role of language in society, with these beliefs also extending to speakers of languages 
(Schieffelin,Woolard, & Kroskrity, 1998; Silverstein, 1979). Ideas about standard vs. 
nonstandard, what constitutes a language versus a dialect, and the preferred name to classify 
people of African descent in the United States reflect this subsequent variation in how the 
languaging practices are classified.  
Rickford (1999, 2015) defines AAVE as the vernacular or nonstandard varieties used by 
African Americans, which are more prevalent among poor and working class communities. 
However, he notes that “Not every African American speaks AAVE, and no one uses the 
[grammatical and phonological] features 100 percent of the time” (Rickford, 1999, p. 9). Spears 
(2009, 2015) uses the term AAE in reference to a continuum of English-based varieties spoken 
by African Americans that would include AAVE and African American Standard English 
(AASE). According to Spears, “AASE can be defined for introductory purposes as a standard 
variety (composed of many subvarieties) of American English that has distinctly Black (i.e., 
African American) grammatical features, hereinafter DBGFs...AASE is a group of varieties of 
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AAE. AASE is a type of AAE: it has DBGFs, but none that are stigmatized or considered 
nonstandard (e.g., the use of ain’t)” (Spears, 2015, p. 786).  
AAVE and AASE have been productive terms to describe Black English, yet they are 
unsettling in two key respects. First, the term AAVE reinforces the notion that the systematic, 
rule-governed languaging practices of African Americans is a dialect rather than a language, 
distinctions that are contested among linguists. The conception of languages and dialects 
assumes a linear, hierarchical organization of linguistic forms, with asymmetric values assigned 
to “lesser” or “nonstandard” dialects or varieties. This construct limits the possibility of having 
multiple influences on languaging practices, and on various languaging practices mutually 
influencing each other. Hierarchical, family-tree models of language contact that are pervasive in 
historical linguistics are idealized models that are inconsistent with observable languaging 
practices in multilingual contexts.  
Second, linguists have been inconsistent in declaring whether shared vocabulary or 
shared grammatical structures determine the families that languages belong to. Sociolinguists 
and educators have been classifying and asserting the systematic nature of AAVE and its 
intrinsic value to African Americans since (Smitherman,1977). Rickford (2015) argues that 
because the bulk of its vocabulary derives from English, AAVE is a dialect of English. At the 
same time, however, linguists have demonstrated that the distinctive grammatical features of 
AAVE can be traced to the Niger-Congo language family (DeBose & Faraclas, 2005; Dillard, 
1972; Rickford, 1998). Smith & Crozier (1998) take a critical, Africanist perspective on AAVE, 
arguing that since most of its deep grammatical structures are from Niger-Congo languages, it 
should be classified as an African language. 
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In this study, I use African American Language (AAL) to mean the continuum of 
primarily English language varieties entrenched in Africanisms that comprise the home 
language repertoires and lingua francas of African-descended people in the United States. This 
definition attempts to address the increasing heterogeneity of African-descended communities 
and the intricate, “nested” nature of their languaging practices (Ndhlovu, 2018). Importantly, I 
use the term AAL rather than AAVE or AAE in order to decenter English—and by extension 
decenter Whiteness—as a linguistic input in the languaging practices of African-descended 
people in the United States. I adhere to the critique posed by Africanist scholars that challenge 
the historical incongruence of classifying language families according to having a shared lexicon 
versus shared grammatical system. Primarily, a poststructuralist orientation on languaging and 
translanguaging theory inspire my thinking on constructing and deconstructing boundaries of 
language. However, in doing so, I find myself back to Black and join the lineage of Black 
women linguists starting with Geneva Smitherman who have been advocating for and using the 
term African American Language since the 1970s (Smitherman, 1977; 1991; 1994; 2000). In 
addition, I hope to contribute to emerging conversations on strategies to disrupt anti-Black 
linguistic racism (Baker-Bell, 2020).  
Scholars have studied best instructional strategies for speakers of AAL and other related 
BAD languages, but no studies to date have examined the transvariant practices of people who 
speak more than one BAD language, and those who speak several BAD languages that include 
what school districts have labeled languages other than English (LOTE). To be clear, speakers of 
language varieties are not limited to a particular ethnicity or phenotype; language is a learned 
aspect of culture. However, in addressing the linguistic needs of African-descended youth, 
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addressing the multiethnic, multiregional, and multidialectal nature of this community is an 
imperative.  
In determining how to classify these populations, I wrestled with an appropriate term to 
use, finally deciding on the rationalization for BAD that I described earlier. While census and 
governmental forms use the option ‘Black/African American,’ this term has been inadequate to 
represent the complex assemblages of African-descended identity in the United States. 
Naming—of self, of children, of culture—has been pivotal to the legacy of the descendants of 
enslaved Africans in the United States and their struggles for self-determination. The evolution 
from African to Negro to Black to Afro- and African-American signified shifting cultural and 
political consciousness in relation to international Pan-African and Third World independence 
movements and national ethnic identities. Yet, throughout the shifts in naming, there remained 
an underlying assumption of a unified, monolithic African-descendant community. 
The BAD community in the United States had never been racially and culturally 
monolithic, despite acknowledging variations that are socio-politically significant. To start, while 
intended to standardize, the process of racialization under settler-colonialism created intra-group 
differentiation even among African Americans according to color, hair texture, body shape, 
gender, language, class, religion, cuisine, and other social markers. Moreover, Caribbean, South 
American, European, and African Black immigrants always have been instrumental co-creators 
of Black culture in the United States. Historically, West Indian and Caribbean American are 
terms that have indexed African-descended identity, effectively erasing the multicultural 
heritages of these pan-ethnic groups, particularly the significant influences of Indo Caribbean, 
Lebanese, Chinese, and Amerindian groups to their national identities. Respecting the unique 
cultural legacy of descendants of enslaved Africans in the United States while also respecting the 
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heterogeneous nature of Black identity in the country is an ongoing challenge with debates that 
are gaining more momentum in present times.  
For the first time, the 2020 census disaggregated the Black/African American category by 
asking people to indicate their exact origins. When the proposed change was first announced, it 
yielded mixed but predictable reactions. Immigrant and second-generation Black people 
welcome the opportunity to represent their national heritages, while the descendants of enslaved 
Africans in the United States, who have remained for several generations and do not know where 
all of their ancestors came from, are ambivalent at best (Wang, 2019). A further complication, 
one that has not been expressed in news articles about the change but that is essential to 
understanding the nuances of Black identity in the United States, is that most Black people in the 
Americas have mixed, non-linear connections to each other and to their African ancestors. 
Because of the slavery project of purposefully splitting up families and ethnic groups, people can 
trace their ancestry across multiple ethnic groups throughout the African continent.  
At the root of the problem is that the terms Black and African American signify different 
things, a racialized external identity and an internal cultural heritage. Conflating a racialized 
identity and an ethnicized identity perpetuates a colonial project that homogenizes people of 
color. Furthermore, the tension between external and internal perspectives on identity and 
language, framed as etic and emic perspectives in cultural anthropology, is a central tension in 
critical, decolonial theories. As I will discuss later in the dissertation, translanguaging refers to 
the internal perspective of (externally) multilingual people who draw from a single, integrated 
semiotic repertoire in their languaging practices. I argue that translanguaging is an index of 
transnational consciousness, and conceptualizing translanguaging as method is a generative 




Critical, Decolonial Language & Literacy Theoretical Mappings 
Discussions about language and literacy in K-12 schools occur alongside discussions of 
community and culture, whose meanings are often contested. The latter term especially is used 
by people on either side of debates about school reform and the very purpose of literacy 
instruction. For example, widely-known national charter school networks such as KIPP and 
Uncommon Schools ascribe their high standardized testing results to having an explicit “no-
excuses” culture. Of course, students are connected to families who are connected to 
neighborhoods and communities comprised of a rich tapestry of cultures. Conflicts have arisen 
when the so-called “no-excuses” culture of the schools is incongruent with student and parent 
visions of success and the nature of discipline (Decker, Darville, & Snyder, 2015; Golann, 2015; 
Golann, Debs, & Weiss, 2019; Taylor, 2016; White, 2015). These racialized “no-excuses” school 
cultures contribute to racially disproportionate disciplinary actions, extending the school-to-
prison pipeline (Losen, 2011; Shedd, 2015) and the particular criminalization and pushout of 
BAD girls (Morris, 2016).  
Cultural anthropologist Gary Ferraro’s definition of culture is one that has informed my 
thinking since I first encountered it as an undergraduate student. Ferraro (2004) “define[s] the 
concept of culture as everything that people have, think, and do as a member of society” (p. 24). 
Language then, as an inherently communal concept of sending and receiving messages, most 
readily refers to what cultures “do.” Primarily, we speak and write our languages, yet language is 
intricately related to the other two aspects of culture mentioned. The pens, pencils, paper, word 
processors, and books that cultures create are the material possessions, or instruments, of our 
language (what we “have”). Secondly, ideas about the origins of dialects and creoles, their 
relative usefulness and value in society, and attitudes about prestige and deficit all comprise what 
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we “think” about language. Because language can both depict and formulate culture, various 
groups in a society delineated by geography, religion, ethnicity, and economic class in turn have 
languages that are also delineated along these lines. Extending this holistic view of culture, I 
draw from critical, decolonial traditions of language and literacy.  
On the whole, critical, decolonial epistemologies are disruptive paradigms. They are 
critiques of nation states and their monocultural, monolingual vision of citizenry. Globally, 
Trans-Atlantic slavery and the colonial project invented nation states, races, and languages 
(Makoni & Pennycook, 2007). Transdisciplinary scholars of language and culture have written 
about the transcultural and translingual reality of pre-colonial communities in Africa, India, and 
South America prior to European colonization (Makoni & Pennycook, 2007). Decolonial 
scholarship addresses the inherent deficit and deviance theories applied to people of color, 
resulting from the Black-White dichotomy (Du Bois, 1903/1994; Fanon, 1952). Such 
orientations celebrate and problematize creoleness, mestizaje (Anzaldúa, 1990), third spaces, and 
borderlands (Anzaldúa, 1987/2012). They critique essentializing or fetishizing the ‘Other.’ It is 
from a critical, decolonial lens that I approach the study of BAD students in independent schools, 
seeking to understand their experiences from a humanizing stance, restorying the full range of 
complexity and contradiction in participant lives and mindful of allowing either dominant or 








BAD Students in Independent Schools 
Studies of BAD students in selective independent schools offer insights on the 
interactions of race and class on student agency. Even in the most selective secondary schools, 
racism and classism continue to negatively impact the socialization of middle- and working-class 
BAD students (Datnow & Cooper, 1997; DeCuir-Gunby, 2007; Epps, 1988; Horvat & Antonio, 
1999; Speede-Franklin, 1988). Datnow and Cooper (1997) used case studies and semi-structured 
interviews to study peer networks among African American students in independent boarding 
and day schools in Baltimore. They found that informal and formal (i.e. Black Awareness Club) 
peer networks contributed to academic success and socialization of students. Contrary to prior 
studies on BAD students’ being afraid of “acting White” (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986), they found 
no resistance ideology to academic success. Rather, students resisted dominant narratives of 
BAD intellectual inferiority by excelling academically and supporting each other. 
DeCuir-Gunby (2007) conducted a critical race analysis of six African American students 
at a predominantly White, elite, independent school in the Southern United States. They self-
identified as middle to upper-middle class. She constructed participant counterstories and used 
narrative analysis to find common themes across several stories. Her research found that 
attending elite private schools afforded BAD students opportunities, but they were denied full 
access because of power being concentrated in White wealthy families. With regard to wide-
ranging decision-making power at the school, a family’s affluence were more important than a 
meritocratic principle of individual success. Corroborating an assumption of critical race theory, 
she found that race trumped class for determining BAD students’ success in school.  
Horvat and Antonio (1999) applied Bourdieu’s habitus (individual dispositions and 
preferences) extended to “organizational habitus” to understand how organizations 
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systematically work to “shape social structure and influence individual habitus” (p. 319). The 
authors document how race and class shape the organizational habitus of an elite independent 
school and how this habitus interacts with and shapes the dispositions of African American 
students. They found that the school habitus maintains its dominance over those who do not 
“instinctually” fit in this environment, which reflects the symbolic violence of the school (p. 
320). The school experiences came with both costs and benefits. Each girl experienced 
psychological tolls by being relegated to “Other” while learning how to cope in a White, wealthy 
environment. On the other hand, they received the benefit of learning how to navigate the 
predominantly White world around them. As with previous studies, classism impacted student 
experiences to a large extent. Five out of the six African American focus students came from 
middle-class homes, where at least one parent held a professional occupation and at least one 
parent held an advanced degree. Nonetheless, class discrepancies between wealthier classmates 
significantly impacted schooling experiences. These findings imply that alienation and 
“othering” among working class students is more intensified. 
Several qualitative studies on predominantly White, wealthy independent secondary 
schools have noted that students in these environments benefit from vast material resources and a 
learning environment that promotes leadership, open dialogue, and close relationships with 
teachers (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; Kane, 1992; Khan, 2011 Powell, 1996). Yet, studies of BAD 
students in these environments illustrate that racism and classism continue to negatively impact 
the socialization of middle- and lower-income Black students (Datnow & Cooper, 1997; DeCuir-
Gunby, 2007; Epps, 1988; French, 2018; Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Jacobs, 2017; Speede-
Franklin, 1988). In researching the effects of disparate secondary school experiences on the 
academic engagement of lower-income college students at elite universities, Jack (2014, 2016, 
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2019) notes that BAD and Latino lower-income students who attended elite secondary schools 
(whom he calls the “privileged poor”) have the advantage being enculturated into the proactive 
engagement style with authority figures that is necessary for academic success in college. 
Jack’s research is noted for disaggregating the lower-income college student population 
according to public versus private secondary school attendance. However, absent from the 
author’s summarily beneficent account of the precollege experiences of the “privileged poor” are 
the psychological and emotional tolls that students report feeling in prior studies. These 
conflicting narratives indicate a need to further problematize the notion of “privilege” and 
consider that a head start in racially and economically privileged schooling contexts leads to a 
head start in class prejudice and micro-aggressions, as well, that can result in early onset racial 
battle fatigue when students reach elite universities and even before. Additional research is 
needed to better understand these tensions of privilege and to further disaggregate the BAD 
population of students who attend elite independent schools according to ethnic affiliations and 
home languages. 
Research on African American adolescents has indicated that students of color often 
become radicalized in predominantly White spaces. In arguing that BAD students can use 
African American Language to move across the speech-written continuum as blues artists did to 
control the meaning of their words, Kynard (2007) applies a historical materialist critique to 
linguistic ideologies and languaging practices. She further writes that in college campuses in the 
1960s, when BAD and Latino youth began entering predominantly White colleges in mass 
numbers for the first time, several students did not experience alienation from their home 
communities as much as they did from the institutions themselves, becoming leaders of national 
freedom struggles (i.e. Miguel Melendez of the Young Lords). The same was true of Huey 
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Newton of the Black Panther Party for Self Defense, who was a doctoral student when he 
founded the organization. This anecdote provides historical context to working class adolescent 
youth of color resisting racism via intellectual means. More recently, Jacobs (2017) completed a 
phenomenological study of the agency and critical literacies of BAD girls in an all-girls 
independent school. Her findings demonstrated how affinity group spaces serve as critical sites 
of consciousness-building among students. These findings align with the studies of African 
American youth in Datnow and Cooper (1997) and the earlier commentary of Epps (1988) who 
wrote: 
My own observations lead me to conclude that most of the young people educated in 
independent schools will return to the Black community and join in the struggle for racial 
equality for the same reason that Du Bois ‘came home.’ That reason is racial isolation 
and rejection today as it was during Du Bois’ day. Until the significance of race declines 
to the point where it no longer affects life-choices, residential choices, and patterns of 
social relations, the talented Black person has few choices other than to join in the 
struggle for racial equality. (p. 89) 
As these representative quantitative and qualitative studies illustrate, race and class often do 
intersect to negatively impact BAD students’ schooling experiences. However, studies of upper 
income BAD youth in independent schools often excludes the experiences of lower income and 
working class BAD youth in the same schools. Research tends to fall along a class deterministic 
private versus public school continuum, excluding the experiences of BAD students who fall 





The three theories that guide my inquiry are Translanguaging (Blackledge & Creese, 
2010; García, 2009; García & Li Wei, 2014; Otheguy, García & Reid, 2015), Critical Race 
Theory (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995), and Intersectionality (Crenshaw, 
1989, 1991; Crenshaw et al., 1995). 
 
Translanguaging 
Rooted in deficit stances, the pedagogical practices across language arts classrooms—
inclusive of bilingual, dual language, world language, and English language arts—are often 
designed to “fix” or remediate the perceived language deficits and bilingual and bidialectal 
practices of racialized students (Baker-Bell, 2020; Baugh, 2017; García, 2011). Rather than 
reifying these dominant narratives of incompleteness, brokenness, or “bad,” translanguaging 
reconceptualizes the fluid, dynamic languaging practices that bilingual people use in an 
extension of their linguistic repertoires (García, 2009).  “Translanguaging is the deployment of a 
speaker’s full linguistic repertoire without regard for watchful adherence to the socially and 
politically defined boundaries of named languages” (Otheguy et al., 2015, p. 281).  
Translanguaging delineates the internal perspective of a person’s language repertoire, 
indicating that the speaker has one integrated linguistic system with an array of features that 
society views as specific to a “named language” or dialect or language variety (Otheguy et al., 
2015). Framed in dynamic systems theory and aligned with scholarship on discursive identity 
construction, García and Li Wei (2014) posit that translanguaging is “a creative process that is 
the property of the agent’s ways of acting in interactions, rather than belonging to the language 
system itself” (p. 25). Based on these varying definitions of translanguaging theory, there are 
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four nodes that emerge as integral to conceptualizing translanguaging as method (Figure 1). 
These nodes are: Integrated Linguistic Repertoire, Dynamic & Flexible Languaging Practices, 








 These four nodes of Translanguaging theory have guided the study design since its 
inception. First, the understanding that bi/multilingual people flexibly use language, and that 




















for each language spoken, is significant for understanding the transnational consciousness of 
BAD youth and alumni/ae. I propose that translanguaging, as a form of linguistic style, indexes 
transnational consciousness. A sociolinguistic style can be thought of as a set of linguistic 
resources that hold specific meanings within and across social contexts (Eckert, 2008; Irvine, 
2001). The internal perspective of translanguagers is that of integration, and all bi/multilingual 
speakers do not share this internal perspective and do not translanguage. For example, several 
students in the United States whose home language is American English take a world language 
such as Spanish, and in acquiring proficiency in the language, they become bilingual, 
acknowledging the myth of the “perfect bilingual” who has equal competencies in both 
languages (Grosjean, 2010).  
The variation in translanguaging among bi/multilingual people can be attributed, in part, 
to the context in which they acquire language and the context in which they are using language. 
Speakers who grow up in a bilingual context are more likely to translanguage in their meaning-
making, whether in the presence of other people or talking to themselves. Bi/multilingual 
speakers are also more likely to translanguage in the company of others who share their 
linguistic repertoire. Thus, in this study, participants’ use of translanguaging in the interviews 
and any evidence of translanguaging in the written narratives should correspond to other indices 
of transnational perspectives and “borderland” identities (Anzaldúa, 1987). For example, I 
anticipated that there may be variations and tensions between their internal perspectives and 
definitions of their racialized and ethnicized identities and the external labels that other people 




Critical Race Theory 
From its inception in the 1980’s as a critique of Critical Legal Studies, Critical Race 
Theory (CRT) sought to bridge the divide between critical theory and lived experiences, 
exploring the possibilities and historical limitations of the law to improve the material reality of 
people of color (Crenshaw et al., 1995). Delgado and Stefancic (2017) describe CRT as a 
“movement”:  
The critical race theory (CRT) movement is a collection of activists and scholars engaged 
in studying and transforming the relationship among race, racism, and power. The 
movement considers many of the same issues that conventional civil rights and ethnic 
studies discourses take up but places them in a broader perspective that includes 
economics, history, setting, group and self-interest, and emotions and the unconscious. 
(p. 3) 
CRT is not solely a series of propositions about the nature of race and racism in the United 
States; it is an interdisciplinary collective of scholars and activists who are applying and building 
on the theory to actively interrogate the tentacles of racism that remain in the present day.  
While several theories have emerged since its initial founding, there are four central 
tenets of CRT that comprise the foundation of subsequent scholarship. These four tenets are as 
follows: (a) Racism is ordinary and not aberrational, (b) Interest convergence, (c) Race is 
Socially Constructed, and (c) Storytelling & Counter-Storytelling. Figure 2 illustrates the four 
tenets of CRT.  
The first tenet, racism is ordinary, refutes liberal ideas of “color-blindness,” 
“meritocracy,” and “neutrality of the law” that are complicit in reproducing racism. Examples of 
ordinary racism include the real estate practice of redlining Black neighborhoods and the legal 
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allowance of racially restrictive housing covenants until the federal government rendered them 
illegal in 1948. The interest convergence thesis posits that White people, who hold a privileged, 
dominant position in society, will support racial justice to the extent that they gain from it, or 
there is a “convergence” between the interests of White people and Non-White people.   
 
Figure 2 




The third tenet, race as a social construction, refers to the shifting concepts of race 
throughout U.S. history that served the White dominant group. One example is the law of 
hypodescent (“one drop rule”) that determined anyone having any measure of African ancestry 
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to be racially Black. This rule was a key logic used in the Plessy vs. Ferguson (1896) case, in 
which Homer Plessy, a fair-skinned man who was 1/8 Black, was legally removed from sitting in 
a newly segregated train car in Louisiana. This U.S. Supreme Court ruling established the 
separate but equal doctrine that would last through the 1960s. The fourth tenet, storytelling and 
counter-storytelling, is predicated on the notion that the White dominant group has circulated 
harmful narratives about racialized groups that both shape the popular imagination and influence 
the treatment of these groups under the law. Dominant curricula and dominant narratives or 
discourses perpetuate racist ideas of non-White people being deviant, defective, and inferior to 
White people. Counter-storytelling, or counternarratives, values the lived experience of 
racialized people and disrupts dominant narratives.  
CRT has inspired several lines of inquiry on race and racism, particularly in the field of 
education. For example, Tate (1997) addresses how seemingly disconnected fields like law and 
education are united in important ways and form a “paradigmatic kinship” in facilitating the 
social construction of identities. He describes paradigmatic kinship between law and education 
as the ways in which “both educational research and legal structures contribute to existing belief 
systems and to legitimating social frameworks and policy that result in educational inequalities 
for people of color” (p. 197).  
Paradigmatic kinship builds on a central tenet of CRT as race being socially constructed, 
and other branches of CRT have developed that explore the specific racialization process of other 
groups, such AsianCrit (Asian), LatCrit (Latina/o/x), TribalCrit (American Indian), and 
WhiteCrit (White). In addition, CRT led to the study of microaggressions among Chicano and 
Chicana students (Solórzano et al., 1998), Black students (Solórzano et al., 2000), Asian 
American students (Sue et al., 2007), and other groups at predominantly White universities. 
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Microaggressions are subtle, mundane discursive and semiotic insults directed toward racialized 
groups, whether consciously or unconsciously (Solórzano et al., 2000).  
 
Intersectionality 
 Coined by legal scholar Kimberlé Crenshaw, intersectionality refers to the multiply 
marginalized legal and social status of Black women because of the dual oppressions of sexism 
and racism (Crenshaw, 1990). Intersectionality first emerged as a component of CRT, and it has 
since been extended to include other intersecting experiences of oppression beyond Black 
women and beyond race and gender, to include class, sexual identity, and religion, as examples. 
Crenshaw (1990) identifies three forms of intersectionality: structural, political, and 
representational. These forms refer to the multiple subordination of women of color in 
institutions, their belonging to subordinated groups with conflicting political agendas, and their 
being represented in popular culture via racist and sexist lenses.  
 Results from the pilot study and my lived experience suggest that the experiences of 
BAD students in NYCIS significantly vary across biological sex and gender expression. BAD 
students from differing socioeconomic backgrounds will also have differences in their 
experiences.  Intersectionality theory provides a framework for attending to the nuanced 
experiences of BAD youth who are multiply marginalized according to ethnicity, race, gender, 
and class. I will discuss more about intersectionality and its use in framing narrative inquiry in 
Chapter 3. Figure 3 displays the three key features of Intersectionality Theory as I apply them in 























CHAPTER THREE: CASE CONTEXT  
 
Historical Perspectives on Independent Schools 
While independent schools are private schools, they are a distinct type of private school 
that is governed by an independent board of trustees rather than an individual or religious 
institution (Parents League of New York). The history of independent schools in North America 
is older than the inception of the United States. Chartered by the Dutch West India Company and 
the Dutch Reformed Church in 1638, Collegiate School is the oldest school in New York City 
(Anderson, 2013, Collegiate School Website) and is also the oldest school in the United States 
(Collegiate School Website; Powell, 1996). In Lessons from Privilege: The American Prep 
School Tradition, Powell (1996) offers the following description of independent schools in the 
United States: 
They are nonprofit, self-governing entities, espouse a central academic purpose geared 
toward preparation for four-year colleges, and are usually secular in spirit, even though 
many originated in the more elegant Protestant denominations…They are also very costly 
to attend…These are privileged schools; they number few more than a thousand, and 
most are members of the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS). (p. 3) 
While being “privileged schools,” there are limits to their independence, and they do not have 
complete autonomy. Despite charging high tuition and fees, independent schools are nonprofit 
organizations that are still susceptible to market forces and largely rely on donor funding to 
operate. Furthermore, having a singular college preparatory mission entails participating in 
nationally competitive admission standards that include College Board exams and increasing 
expectations of academic and extracurricular achievements (Powell, 1996). The role of external 
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constraints on independent schools in the 1930s and 1940s induced a shift in school 
nomenclature from ‘private’ to ‘independent’ to stave off increased negative popular opinions 
about the wealthy and increased government regulations (Powell, 1996). While they continued to 
be influenced by changes in social values over time, certain elements of culture can be found 
across independent schools.    
Several characteristics are associated with independent schools. “The ideas of 
community, standards, and personalization are the heart of the independent school tradition,” 
observes Powell (1996). The principle of community is realized in an emphasis on building 
strong character. Religious instruction was a tool for inculcating strong morals, and involvement 
in organized sports was highly regarded for promoting interdependence. However, in the 1960s 
and 1970s, independent schools addressed national youth social protests and assertions of 
independence with a shifted focus on mental health services and programming to promote 
students’ self-esteem, and schools shifted again to promoting more relational character ideals of 
“compassion, respect, and courtesy” and community service to counter the individualism of the 
1980s (Powell, 1996, p. 29).  In his ethnographic study of a New England boarding school, 
Gaztambide-Fernández (2009) presents a “model of the interrelated processes that contribute to 
how students come to see themselves – a model called the Five E’s of elite schooling: exclusion, 
engagement, excellence, entitlement, and envisioning” (p. 6). Powell and Gaztambide-Fernández 
overlap in highlighting the commitment to academic excellence, fostering a close knit 
community through rituals and rich extracurricular activities, and the personalized learning and 
attention that could manifest in feelings of entitlement.  
The beginnings of BAD student attendance at predominantly White independent schools 
can be traced to students like Thomas Nelson Baker, Sr., who was born into slavery and was a 
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graduate of Hampton Institute’s high school program (Speede-Franklin, 1988). Hampton was 
founded in 1867 to train Black teachers for teaching formerly enslaved people in the South, and 
its students received education through the high school level until it offered college level courses 
in the 1930s (Graham & Mead, 1969). At 25 years old, Baker was admitted to Mount Hermon 
Boys school and graduated in 1889. Unlike their peers, Mount Hermon Boys and Northfield 
Seminary for Young Ladies accepted students from diverse racialized and socioeconomic 
backgrounds from the start. A school report from 1887 lists 8 Chinese, 5 Indians, 2 Negroes, and 
1 Japanese student at Mount Hermon (Curry, 1972). Baker went on to earn a bachelors degree 
from Boston University, a second bachelors from Yale Divinity School, and a Ph.D. in 
Philosophy from Yale at the age of 43 (Yancey, 2016). Baker’s exceptional educational 
trajectory before and after graduating from Mount Hermon illustrates a trend among BAD 
students attending independent schools that would become codified in the 1970’s during national 
desegregation efforts.   
 
Diversity and Private School Prep Programs  
Economic 
Following national trends in education and broader society, the focus of diversity efforts 
in independent schools has changed over time. Powell (1996) states that economic diversity was 
attempted from the 1940s until the mid-1960s as a method to “create a more diverse student body 
economically in order to create a more homogenous student body academically” (p. 91). By 
arguing that having more students who excelled academically benefitted all students, as “Better 
students raised academic expectations as well as schools’ reputations…They could more easily 
ask full-paying families to subsidize the education of scholarship-holders if the result was to 
36 
 
improve the school as a whole” (Powell, 1996, p. 91). Increasing economic diversity promoted 
the academic and college prep mission of independent schools while not fundamentally changing 
their predominantly White and wealthy cultures. 
Understanding the logic behind increasing economic diversity with youth recognized as 
having high aptitude on normative assessments is critical to understanding racialized diversity 
efforts. While not officially merit scholarships, low-income students are accepted based on their 
high scores and percentiles on the Independent School Entrance Examination (ISEE), an 
admission entrance exam for grades 2-12. As a result, they enter schools with the pressure to 
excel academically to justify their financial aid awards and are expected to be holistically “value 
added” to maintain school reputations. Following this logic, and the open discussion of wealth 
among families, these students are viewed and are treated like investments whose value, like the 
market, is instable. Based on my own experience as low-income middle school student in 
NYCIS, I know this dynamic intimately.  
I recall a White woman administrator at a diversity conference telling me that schools 
made an investment in me, and my repayment to them was the name of the secondary school that 
I would attend on graduation. Initially, I refuted her statement in disbelief, but my incredulity 
was briefly supplanted by memories of comments by peers about how much their parents were 
paying in tuition each year and glaring at me; of administrators and teachers screaming in my 
face for the same behavior that they ignored in other children; of the father of a middle school 
friend whose eyes bulged upon hearing that I had scored higher than his daughter on a recent 
test. He glared at me menacingly, “You?!” and then scolded her, “That’s not good enough for 





The push for racial diversity was spurred in 1963 following the intensified Civil Rights 
demonstrations and social unrest, such as the March on Washington and the assassination of 
President Kennedy (Powell, 1996; Speede-Franklin, 1988). Financial support from private 
philanthropy and the federal government supported massive efforts to recruit Black students to 
independent schools. These efforts were largely aided by non-profit access programs that I call 
Private School Preparatory (PSP) Programs. Prominent PSPs in New York City include A Better 
Chance, Prep for Prep, the Oliver Program, and the TEAK Fellowship.  
While credited for spearheading desegregation efforts, from the start, Black scholars and 
parents have critiqued the mission of PSPs whose programming perpetuates ideologies of 
inferiority and White saviorism. Speede-Franklin (1988) writes: 
With the exception of the Black Student Fund [in D.C.], most programs identified, 
screened, placed, and tracked the progress of minority students who were classified as 
gifted and talented. The academic records of these students notwithstanding, many 
programs required these youngsters to participate in remediation programs in preparation 
for independent school matriculation. In effect, intensive remediation of gifted and 
talented minority students implied that even the best minority student was somehow 
inadequate to compete in the independent school setting. (p. 24) 
Remediating racialized students who would otherwise be characterized as gifted ironically 
establishes a dual system of assessment and social expectations that works against social 
integration and racial equity. Having a gifted designation or even being high-achieving 
academically was a not prerequisite of admission for students who could pay full tuition and 
were predominantly White. French (2018) describes a personal memory of being in a counseling 
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meeting about a student of color from a PSP program who had a low B average and was told that 
she needed to maintain at least a high B average to remain at the school. She writes: 
The financial standing of this student left her vulnerable to such ‘deals.’ The student left 
the school at the end of the year. One of the next students we talked about had no grade 
higher than a C. There was no discussion of her leaving the school. Her parents were 
reliable donors. So this begs the question, how much money negates the need for 
academic ‘preparation’? (p. 64)  
French’s question may appear hyperbolic, but for those of us with intimate knowledge of 
independent school cultures, it is a reasonable query. In this study, participants shared numerous 
incidents of wealthy White peers explicitly breaking rules, thwarting community norms, 
sometimes creating emotionally and physically unsafe environments, yet they were rarely 
expelled or disciplined to any degree. On the other end of the spectrum, participants shared how 
schools vigilantly surveilled the behavior of low income and middle class Black students and 
meted out harsher punishments for the same behaviors. In concert with disparate treatment, there 
is a contradictory discourse of schools’ struggling to recruit students of color who are 
academically “prepared” while students from PSPs consistently outperform their peers in class 
(French, 2018). Highly selective independent schools offered rigorous academic programs that, 
once enrolled, all students had access to, but students from dominant racialized and 
socioeconomic groups did not have the same pressure to master the curricula and excel in order 
to remain in the schools. Rather than disrupting racialized notions of intellectual inferiority, the 
structure of PSPs often reinforced and codified them. 
Founded in 1963, the National Association of Independent Schools (NAIS) provides 
support and accreditation for member schools nationally and serves as an umbrella organization 
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for state and regional associations. NAIS commemorated its 25th anniversary in 1988, and in 
honor of this milestone, an important shift occurred in academic research performed by and on 
independent schools. First, NAIS disbanded its Commission on Educational Issues, which it 
started in the 1970s to provide financial support “to link prep schools to outside practice in 
research” (Powell, 1996). The Commission produced manuscripts on secondary education in the 
United States, and the Commission’s chairperson Ted Sizer, founded the Coalition of Essential 
Schools in 1984 as an organization dedicated to whole school reform. The Coalition of Essential 
Schools ended in 2016 after 33 years of programming (Poutiatine, 2017). 1988 also witnessed a 
profusion of scholarship published on Black students in private schools, including those that 
were Catholic, and those that were predominantly Black and predominantly White that lasted 
through the early 1990s. 
 
Gender 
Regarding sexual diversity, before the 1970s, most schools in the United States were 
single-sex. Powell notes that “77 percent of prep schools were single sex in 1950, but by 1990 
the fraction had shrunk to 22 percent” (1996, p. 104). In 1950, slightly more boys than girls 
attended single-sex independent schools, 79% compared to 65%; and by 1990, the trend was 
reversed with 22% of girls and 17% of boys attending single-sex schools (Powell, 1996). The 
gendered effects of co-education in independent school draw critical parallels with the racialized 
effects of desegregation nationally.  
After the passage of the 1964 Civil Rights Act that allowed federal government to 
intervene in slow moving desegregation efforts in the South, both public and private schools 
began to implement desegregation plans to avert fiscal sanctions and damaged school reputations 
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(Powell, 1996; Speede-Franklin, 1988). One of many fatal consequences of desegregation for the 
Black community was that Black teachers and administrators loss their jobs as most positions in 
the integrated schools went to White educators, expanding their share of the teaching market 
(Haney, 1978; Hudson & Holmes, 1994). In a similar course of events, Powell (1996) reports: 
“Between 1954 and 1979 the percentage of male school heads increased from 67 percent to 86 
percent. Decisions by girls schools to take boys were often accompanied by decisions to appoint 
male rather than female heads” (p. 104). Both co-education and desegregation processes 
transferred power and resources to dominant groups—males and Whites, respectively.  
Critical race and intersectional analyses view these transfers of power as indicative of 
institutionalized racism and sexism working to secure resources with dominant groups. 
Furthermore, critical race theory’s principle of interest convergence (Bell, 1980) explains in 
large part why schools in the South and independent school across the United States actively 
began recruiting Black students in 1963. They were motivated by threats to losing their tax 
exempt status, tarnishing their public image, and missing opportunity to receive millions in 
private and federal funding to support desegregation (Powell, 1996; Speede-Franklin, 2018). 
 
Independent Schools in the Present 
 
The Racial Composition of Independent Schools 
According to the National Center for Education Statistics, the total enrollment of children 
in public elementary and secondary schools was 50,686,000 in 2017 (National Center for 
Education Statistics, 2020a). The same year, all private schools in the United States enrolled 
5,719,000 of elementary and secondary school students, with an overall 10.2% share of total 
41 
 
enrollment (National Center for Education Statistics, 2019). In public schools, the total number 
of Black students enrolled was 7,709, comprising 15.2% of the total public school population 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2020b). In 2020, there are a projected 50,634,000 
youth enrolled in public elementary and secondary schools, with Black students projected to be 
15% of this total.  
In the 1990s, NAIS schools enrolled less than 1% of the total school population and less 
than 8% of the total private school population (Powell, 1996). In the 2020-21 school year, NAIS 
has a total membership of 1,233 schools, serving 579, 299 students (National Association of 
Independent Schools, Facts at a Glance). The average student racial composition among U.S. 
citizens and permanent residents in NAIS member schools was 50.4% White, 7.9% Two or More 
Races, 7.3% Asian American, 6.6% Unsure About Race/Ethnicity, 5.9% Black/African 
American, .9% Middle Eastern American, .4% Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander American, and 
.2% Native American Students (National Association of Independent Schools, Facts at a 
Glance). The independent school student, of any racialized background, is rare, and exclusivity 
is a fey feature of independent schools that renders ambivalent feelings among its members. 
The meaning of elite status for independent schools has shifted over time. Independent 
schools were initially the domain of the social elite and over time acquired reputations for being 
academically elite as the demographics shifted to include families from less storied pedigree 
(French, 2018; Powell, 1996). As Gaztambide-Fernández (2009) asserts, “Elite status is 
continually produced through cultural practices that yield particular ways of being in and 
understanding the world” (p. 1). He characterizes eliteness as a type of grooming or socialization 
that correlates with independent schools being a place for the social elite. Speede-Franklin 
(1988) states that independent schools are known for being academically, socially, and 
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economically exclusive. Researchers demonstrate that multiple conceptions of independent 
school culture exist simultaneously, and as illustrated in the history of independent schools, the 
multiple perceptions are upheld, in large part, to stratification within the schools that is both 
classed and racialized.  
 
The New York Context  
The New York Association of Independent Schools (NYSAIS) is a non-profit 
organization founded in 1947 and chartered by the New York State Board of Regents. It provides 
evaluation and accreditation of member schools, professional learning opportunities for schools 
and a range of legal counsel and general advocacy for independent schools (National Association 
of Independent Schools, About Us). As of 2021, it serves 199 independent schools that enroll 
more than 83,000 students (National Association of Independent Schools, About Us).   
In New York City, the local organization that supports fair admissions practices and 
collaboration among its member schools is the Independent Schools Admissions Association of 
Greater New York (ISAAGNY). As of February 2021, ISAAGNY had a total membership of 
135 schools, including 116 located in New York City (Independent Schools Admissions 
Association of Greater New York). Membership is restricted to accredited schools in New York 
State. Assuming that all ISAAGNY schools are also accredited by NYSAIS and NAIS, New 
York City schools comprise 58% of the total accredited independent schools in New York State. 
The percentage of Black children and Black people overall are higher than national 
averages in New York state. In 2018, Black children comprised 16.9% of those enrolled in New 
York state public schools, slightly higher than the national average of 15.1% for the same year 
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(National Center for Education Statistics, 2020c; 2020d)2.  National data on race and ethnicity 
for private schools is unavailable. New York City had an estimated population of 8,336,817 in 
2019, with Black residents comprising 24.3% (U.S. Census Bureau). In the 2018-2019 school 
year, New York City had a total of 1,040,274 students, and 273, 964 (26%) were Black or 
African American (New York State Education Department, NYC public schools enrollment). For 
the 2019-2020 school year, the total NYC City-wide non-public school student enrollment for K-
12 was 215, 908. (New York State Education Department, Nonpublic enrollment by district of 
residence). Raw data on race and ethnicity is available for all non-public schools in New York 
State, and I used this data to identify trends.  
In order to obtain descriptive statistics on Black students in NYCIS, I first sorted the 
overall list of non-public schools by county name and extracted all of the counties located in 
New York City (New York State Education Department, Nonpublic enrollment by 
race/ethnicity). There are 878 total non-public schools in New York City (New York State 
Education Department, Education statistics for New York state). Second, I sorted the data in the 
column labeled ‘Black or African American’ from largest to smallest and highlighted it light 
blue. Third, I scanned the list of schools to identify the first ten that I knew to be NYSAIS 
independent schools and highlighted those rows in yellow. Fourth, I cross-checked those schools, 
and the surrounding schools on the list that I did not recognize, with a listing of accredited 
NYSAIS schools on their online directory. Table 1 shows the ten NYSAIS schools in New York 
 
2 On U.S. Census data, that I used to report overall racial and ethnic population numbers, the 
category “Hispanic or Latino” is treated as an ethnicity and is excluded from racial 
categorization. Those who identify as Hispanic or Latino are included within other racial 
categories. NAIS follows the Census reporting protocols. NYSED identifies students by 
ethnicity, collapsing the racial and ethnic categories of the U.S. Census. In NYSED and NYC 
data, categories of “ethnicity” do not overlap, and percentages add to 100. 
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City with the largest number of Black students and their percentages based on the total student 
population for each school: 
 
Table 1 
NYC Independent Schools with the Highest Percentages of Black Students (2019-2020) 





      n % 
Manhattan United Nations International School 1491 224 15 
Manhattan Leman Manhattan Preparatory School 762 109 14 
Manhattan The Chapin School 802 86 11 
Manhattan The Dalton School 932 86 9 
Brooklyn Berkeley-Carroll School 973 83 8 
Manhattan Columbia Grammar & Prep School 1272 82 6 
Manhattan Trinity School 1043 80 8 
Bronx Riverdale Country School 1198 80 7 
Bronx Fordham Preparatory School 976 77 8 
Brooklyn Packer Collegiate Institute 950 77 8 
 
All ten schools have Black student representation that surpasses the NAIS national average of 
5.8%. Yet, only one, United Nations International School, has Black student representation on 
par with the national average of 15% enrolled in public schools. None of the schools match the 
New York State average of 16.9% or the New York City average of 26% Black students enrolled 
in public schools. In the hyperlocal state and city contexts, Black students are considerably 
underrepresented in independent schools.  
 
NYCIS BAD Alumni/ae Public Narratives 
 Public narratives of alumni/ae offer valuable insights on the context of being a BAD 
student in NYCIS. For this purpose, I conducted a thematic analysis of four works written by 
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BAD alumni/ae about NYCIS. They include two book length manuscripts, a memoir and a 
middle grade graphic novel, and two articles. All of the documents were published within five 
years of completing the data collection of this study, from 2015-2020. Table 2 provides 
descriptions of each document in the analysis: 
 
Table 2 
Four Public Narratives by Black Graduates of NYC Independent Schools (2015-2020) 
Author Title Year Type 
Dan-el Padilla Peralta 
Undocumented: A Dominican Boy’s Odyssey from a 
Homeless Shelter to the Ivy League 
2015 Memoir 
Jerry Craft New Kid 2019 Graphic Novel  
Andrew Ricketts 
“On Prep for Prep and What No One Tells You About 
Gifted Kid Burnout” 
2020 Blog Article 
Vinson Cunningham     
“Prep for Prep and the Fault Lines in New York’s 
Schools” 
2020 Magazine Article  
 
Dan-el Padilla Peralta. Undocumented: A Dominican Boy’s Odyssey from a Homeless 
Shelter to the Ivy League tells the life story of Dr. Dan-el Padilla Peralta, Associate Professor of 
Classics at Princeton University, where he also graduated summa cum laude in 2006 as the Latin 
Salutatorian (Peralta, 2015). Through sharing his story, Peralta became a nationally known 
advocate for the Development, Relief, and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act, that 
would grant the right to work and a path to citizenship for undocumented immigrants who 
entered the United States as minors (National Immigration Law Center, 2017). In recent years, 
Peralta has emerged as a leading voice in the field of Classics, and he was involved in heated 
exchange in 2019 for his statements on a panel critiquing the discipline’s role in upholding 
White supremacy by excluding other civilizations and advocating for a critical, decolonial 
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reimagining of its future (Poser, 2021). While the memoir begins with Peralta’s entry into the 
United States as a primary school student and ends after his first year of doctoral studies at 
Stanford University, this study focuses on Peralta’s time as child in the Prep for Prep program 
and attending the all-boys Collegiate School (Chapters 4-11). 
 The book opens with an Author’s Note that foregrounds the salience of translanguaging 
and raciolinguistic ideologies that imbue the text. Of the languaging used to recount his life 
story, Peralta states: 
In the writing of Undocumented, I’ve tried to re-create not only my responses to my and 
my family’s experiences but the languages through which I processed those experiences. 
You’ll see that the narrative alternates from the simple syntax and bilingual diction of my 
childhood to the code-switches of an adolescence and adulthood lived on many different 
registers…Perhaps is angered you that “talking white” was sold as the path to upward 
mobility…Maybe you’ve been on the hunt for a form of linguistic expression that 
conveys that complexity and haven’t found it quite yet.  (Peralta, 2015, Author’s Note) 
The first sentence in the excerpt illustrates the importance of translanguaging to the meaning-
making processes of multilingual people (Otheguy et al., 2015). Even as he excelled in the 
dominant discourses of NYCIS and selective national universities, Peralta drew from his full 
linguistic repertoire as he “processed those experiences” of his life. Peralta describes his 
languaging in the text as encompassing “bilingual diction” and “code-switches” of “different 
registers.” His word use indicates that his use of translanguaging with Dominican Spanish and 
Mainstream American English corresponded with his transnational consciousness of being a first 
generation, emergent bilingual child. He references the concept of code-switching as an 
adolescent and adult to reflect his living on different “registers.” Code-switching has varied 
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meanings, and it is commonly used when referring to dialects or varieties of a named language, 
like English. While codes may refer to discursive styles associated with neighborhoods, regions, 
or any style deemed informal, they often refer to racialized languages like African American 
Language and other English-lexicon languages from throughout the world. Registers of a 
language refer to the spectrum of formality and informality in a speech continuum. The passage 
also addresses the raciolinguistic ideology of “talking white” being a pathway to “upward 
mobility” for racialized people (Rosa & Flores, 2017) and the reality that current forms of 
languaging do not adequately suit lived realities. Here, Peralta affirms what scholars have 
studied about the inadequacies of named languages to express human diversity and the necessity 
of translanguaging for the daily, interactional meaning-making processes of bi/multilingual 
people (Martin et al., 2019; Otheguy et al., 2015). Peralta extends the translanguaging frame of 
the narrative in the Prologue, in which he establishes the two distinct worlds that he navigates 
during his youth.  
 Peralta describes the distinct geographies that comprise his high school experience, the 
various discourses that he engages in to navigate these spaces, and his shift from a code-
switching to an intersectional consciousness. Peralta both lives and attends school in the New 
York City borough of Manhattan, but the geographic and social distances between home and 
school are vast. He refers to the Spanish Harlem neighborhood where he lived as HarlemWorld 
and the Upper West Side neighborhood where Collegiate School is located as the Upper West. 
Peralta explains how he compartmentalized these two aspects of his life as teenager, stating, “I 
was seventeen. In my teenage negotiation of the divide between hood life and school life, I was 
carefully managing which aspects of myself I’d present to the people around me” (2015, p. 4). 
Peralta grapples with managing the “divide” between these spaces that, in being of and 
48 
 
traversing both spaces, created a divide within himself. As a result, his sense of self is 
fragmented as dominant narratives dictate that all of the aspects of his life are socially and 
politically incompatible: Silences and secrets are the glue that hold him together. As time passes, 
Peralta experiences a shift in perspective and explains that the book is about how he came to 
celebrate his life’s “varieties and contradictions” (2015, p. 4). This shift in perspective reflects an 
intersectional consciousness as Peralta concludes the Prologue with the assertion, “But I would 
rather run after the impossible than live with a string of labels: undocumented, hoodrat, 
Dominican, classicist. I am all of those things; no one or two of them define me” (2015, p. 5). 
Intersectionality theory upholds that his marginalized identities could not be parsed, and 
Peralta’s experiences of race, gender, and class during his years at Collegiate were informed by 
the simultaneous interplay of his identities at any given time.  
 Like several, if not most, students of color who attended New York City independent 
schools, Peralta’s first initiation into its culture occurred through his involvement in the PSP 
Prep for Prep. In an unusual arrangement, Peralta applied to both Collegiate and to Prep and Prep 
during the same summer and was accepted to both. Instead of participating in two summers of 
preparation at Prep for Prep, he participated in one summer and started Collegiate the following 
autumn, having the access to a social network and mentorship opportunities afforded to 
minoritized students in PSPs. During that first summer, he made some friends and mentors but 
was also teased about his clothing, noting, “I fought all summer. I’d heard that Prep was a place 
for the nerdy kids like me to meet and make friends, but it turned out that even Prep’s super-
nerds were cooler than I was. I was the new kid with the hand-me-down clothes and forever ashy 
ankles—so perfect for dissing” (Peralta, 2015, p. 92). While the summer before eighth grade had 
been challenging, Peralta eventually immersed himself into the Prep community, working as a 
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summer adviser for the program as his first paid job during the summer after ninth grade. 
Reflecting on the summer experience, he stated, “I was captivated by the dynamics of the 
advisory system office, and exhilarating environment of twenty-five black, Hispanic, and Asian 
Prepsters whom I could bond with about private-school life, hoodrat music, and—when we were 
actually doing our jobs—best practices in mentoring” (Peralta, 2015, p. 143). Prep for Prep 
providing a critical community of peers who shared his racialized, ethnicized, and classed 
identities and with whom he could begin to process the differences between HarlemWorld and 
the Upper West. His time at Collegiate offered a different type of gendered bonding experience. 
Peralta offers a portrait of Collegiate school culture, and single-sex schools in general, 
that is shaped by heteronormative concepts of gender, that are also raced and classed. When he 
first arrived in eighth grade, classmates asked him if he listened to rap music, which was 
forbidden in his home, but he sold them on tales that he did listen to gangsta rap and garnered 
more attention for stringing together all of the “slang” terms that he knew (Peralta, 2015, p. 104). 
While emerging out of Black American culture, and the multiethnic BAD communities of New 
York City in particular, Hip Hop culture evolved to be a symbol of youth culture. Cutler (1999) 
examined the use of African American Language and other elements of Hip Hop culture, like 
tagging graffiti and wearing a baggy clothing style, by a White male high school student. He 
lived in the Yorkville neighborhood on the Upper East Side of Manhattan and attended a 
selective independent school. In this memoir, there is not enough detail to ascertain the source of 
students’ interest in rap music, and Peralta’s description indicates that students held genuine 
interests and were looking to connect along these lines. Yet, as his intent was to be considered 
“cool” and popular, Peralta learned how Collegiate School culture determined popularity and 
described it in detail.  
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According to Peralta, there were two routes to popularity at Collegiate, and they revolved 
around particular discourses of smartness and athleticism. The first and most important route was 
via an appropriate show of intelligence: 
At Collegiate, you were really popular if you were smart—a very specific kind of fast-
talking, highly literate, ever so slightly sarcastic smart. And so I became obsessed with 
making sure everyone knew just how smart I was…I used the biggest words I knew and 
spoke in the longest sentences I could construct. It turned out that communicating your 
intelligence while retaining your coolness was an art in itself. (Peralta, 2015, p. 104) 
Here, Peralta describes a discourse of smartness at Collegiate. According to Gee (1989), 
“Discourses are ways of being in the world; they are forms of life which integrate words, acts, 
values, beliefs, attitudes, and social identities as well as gestures, glances, body positions, and 
clothes” (p. 6-7). Gee’s definition of discourse underscores its meaning as both knowledge and a 
particular expression of this knowledge. Although Peralta had amassed an enormous amount of 
knowledge before entering Collegiate, he had to learn the diction, pace, and tone of speech in 
order to earn the respect and admiration of his peers. Linguistic style was as important as the 
quality of one’s ideas, “an art in itself.” While intelligence was prized at Collegiate, athleticism 
was the other route to popularity. However, Peralta indicates combination of intelligence and 
athleticism was most valued, stating, “The Head Boys whose names were recorded on the 
wooden plaques in the Platten Hall lobby had distinguished themselves academically and 
athletically” (2015, p. 105). Overall, Peralta describes a zealous school culture that promoted 
excellence in academics and in athletics, where “the annual yearbooks were crammed with 
photos of Dutchmen crushing the private school competition” (Peralta, 2015, p. 105).  
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 Race and economic class did play a large role in Peralta’s socialization at Collegiate, but 
the salience of these differences did surface in the college application process. While several 
classmates at Collegiate had families who were wealthy, according to Peralta, there was no overt 
talk of money but rather of material things and trips that indicated wealth. These included trips to 
other countries, the purchase of new computers, and apartments that spanned the entire floor of 
buildings. And wealth also granted students access to additional supports for the competitive 
application process. “Most everyone else in my class had a leg up on me without being aware of 
it,” Peralta states, “They had knowledgeable parents, SAT tutors, awareness of how the system 
worked” (2015, p. 146-147). Despite the advantages that some students had over him, everyone 
felt the enormous pressure of earning a coveted spot at a selective school, and in this context, 
they made their feelings explicit.  
Peralta recalls a classmate named Damien who lamented the unfairness of the application 
process and told him that it was easy for him to get an early acceptance to Princeton because of 
his skin color. Damien’s words enraged Peralta and led to feelings of self-doubt, even though he 
admitted wanting to shout at him, “I’m more qualified than you! My grades are better. My SAT 
II’s and APs are better. My extracurriculars are better. You couldn’t accomplish half the shit I 
have!” (2015, p. 180). Despite his stellar academic record, his classmate’s words lingered in his 
mind, and Peralta exhibited agency by writing a column in the school newspaper about the 
incident, with his friends coming to his defense. Afterwards, he came to terms with the racialized 
and classed politics of the application process: 
I reminded myself that I’d deserved to get into Princeton on the basis of my grades and 
and my boards—and that my skin was part of the story of what I’d had to overcome to 
get those grades and high board scores in the first place. Sure, college admissions was a 
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hustle. With Breimer’s [the college admissions advisor’s] help, I’d sold myself as the 
poor Harlem Latino humanist. But I wasn’t about to accept the idea that it was all hustle. 
If Damien couldn’t spin the drama of overcoming that I could, that was on him—he’d 
never had to overcome shit. (2015, p. 181)   
Peralta reasoned that he had performed optimally on all of the metrics used to evaluate 
applications—grades, SAT scores, SAT II Subject Test scores, AP exam scores, and 
extracurricular activities. Moreover, he outperformed his classmate on these measures, without 
the use of expensive tutors and test prep, despite being economically impoverished, Latino, and 
undocumented. Peralta admits that the packaging of his story to colleges was a “hustle,” in that it 
played into deficit views of Latina/o/x students and low-income students, without acknowledging 
the resources in these communities that supported youth. However, all of his achievements and 
hardships were true. This encounter illustrates how youth at Collegiate navigated complex and 
harmful discourses of race largely unaided. While Peralta describes all of his teachers as being 
supportive, he never mentions adults being aware of these conflicts related to race or anti-racist 
curricula being in place to mitigate the conflicts and lack of understanding to begin with. 
Peralta’s direct confrontation with racist discourses occurred during the college admissions 
process in twelfth grade, but during his sophomore year, he describes an occasion where race and 
gender were present but not explicitly addressed.  
 Throughout the memoir, Peralta’s interactions with BAD and Latina young women are 
limited during his high school years. In elementary school, he describes talking to young girls in 
his neighborhood, and while he does not specify their appearance, one infers that they are BAD 
or Brown Latinas. One of the only times that Peralta expresses romantic interests while being a 
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student at Collegiate is while attending a play at the Chapin school, one of Collegiate’s “sister 
schools” located on the Upper East Side of Manhattan: 
I didn’t want to put moves on a white chick only to get deaded. I thought the Chapin and 
Spence and Brearley girls only went for white guys—unless you played sports, like the 
other Prep and non-Prep minority guys my year. I didn’t play sports; I wasn’t anything 
close to athletic; I was just your typical, slightly chubby bookworm…Once the play 
ended, we went up to his girl [named Sarah] and her friends. Nick introduced me. She 
was beautiful—hotter, far hotter, than any girl I’d ever dared talk to in my life. Her 
friends were hot, too. I was struck dumb with shyness. I excused myself and took the bus 
back home. (2015, p. 136) 
His characterization of Chapin students as White, cisgender, and heterosexual is revelatory. 
Certainly, there were students of color at Chapin, many of whom Peralta would have met 
through Prep for Prep, yet they are conspicuously absent from his description. Instead, Peralta 
reifies an idealized image of the “Chapin girl” that is presumably White (as they “only went for 
white guys”) and universally “beautiful.” There is no other description provided of the students 
besides Peralta’s evaluation of their being “hot” and more attractive than the young women 
whom he had approached in his neighborhood. While he does not explicitly state that Sarah and 
her friends are all White, it is implied, and the presence of young women of color are excluded. 
The passage raises several questions about racialized desirability, the segregation of friendship 
groups, racialized notions of gender, and relationships between young men and women of color 
in independent schools. Peralta’s life story is remarkable at every turn, and he provides the most 
in-depth view into the world of New York City independent schools to date. His narrative makes 
important parallels to the fictional narrative, New Kid, that also features a BAD male protagonist.  
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 Jerry Craft. In 2019, New Kid by Jerry Craft won the Kirkus Prize for “Young Reader’s 
Literature,” and in 2020, it became the first graphic novel to ever win the John Newbery Medal 
for best children’s book (Beer, 2019; de León, 2020). The novel chronicles the life of seventh 
grader Jordan Banks and his first year at Riverdale Academy Day School, an independent school 
located in Bronx borough of New York City. Craft, who is both the author and illustrator of the 
award-winning text, is himself a graduate of Ethical Culture Fieldston school in the Bronx, and 
based the novel on his own experiences and that of his sons who attend an independent school in 
New Canaan, Connecticut (Sutton, 2019).   
 The text highlights various aspects of structural racism that middle school students of 
color grapple with at Riverdale Academy and the ways that students exhibit agency in addressing 
this racism. By presenting a diversity of young BAD boys in the text, Craft succeeds in 
generating empathy with the characters and humanizing them. In this respect, he provides 
counterstories to dominant narratives that adultify BAD boys as deviant and criminals in 
education and wider society (Ferguson, 2000). The main character, Jordan, is a seventh grade 
boy who is smaller in size than other students in his grade and loves drawing, and Andrew is 
another new student who loves Math and is talented at football (Craft, 2019, p. 31-32). Jordan 
lives with both of his parents in Washington Heights, and Andrew, known as Drew, lives with 
his grandmother in the Bronx. Maury is another BAD boy who has attended Riverdale Academy 
since kindergarten and enjoys acting in musicals, playing the cello, and squash (Craft, 2019, p. 
64). Despite their individual dispositions, physical features, and interests, they experience regular 
microaggressions (Solórzano et al., 2000) from some teachers and fellow students.  
 The three central young BAD male characters and other students of color in New Kid 
have a range of relationships at Riverdale Academy. In one regard, they enjoy fulfilling 
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multiracial friendship groups and supportive teachers who nurture their talents. For example, 
Jordan develops a close bond with his White classmate Liam, who lives in a mansion and has an 
auditorium on campus named after his grandfather (Craft, 2019, p. 65). They enjoy playing video 
games together, have the same sense of humor, and both strive to be their authentic selves 
without being prejudged for being wealthy or for being BAD (Craft, 2019, p. 151). Another 
important source of support for Jordan is his visual arts teacher, Ms. Slate, who teaches him 
about abstract art and encourages his talents as an artist (Craft, 2019, p. 172 & p. 222). In the 
other regard, students experience systemic racism that is largely unresolved.  
The primary source of racism stems from a White male student named Andrew, Andy for 
short, who bullies everyone for some reason and revels in making racist jokes with students of 
color. Andy consistently breaks school codes of conduct and receives minor consequences, or 
none at all. Throughout the novel, the two Andrews—Drew and Andy—are juxtaposed and in 
conflict with each other, largely because Andy fears that Drew will eclipse his popularity in 
school with his athletic and academic talents. The second source of racism is from teachers who 
dehumanize the boys by never learning their names, criminalizing their behavior, and ascribing 
stereotypes to them instead of learning who they are as individuals.  
Jordan’s and Drew’s seventh grade homeroom teacher, Ms. Rawle, upholds a White 
supremacist ideology by protecting the innocence of White children who harm other students and 
assuming culpability in BAD students where it does not exist. First, Ms. Rawle habitually calls 
Drew by different names throughout the year, despite several corrections. She often calls him 
Deandre, the name of a former Black male student whom she taught previously and stated “was a 
real handful” (Craft, 2019, p. 60). In addition to associating Drew with the supposed deviant 
behavior of a former BAD student, Ms. Rawle reprimands him for the same behavior exhibited 
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by Andy. In the first instance, she overhears Drew calling Jordan ‘dawg’ and tells him to 
apologize, mistranslating the multiple sense of the word and the friendly tone of their exchange. 
After Drew explains that they were joking, she reasserts her position, saying, “He’s a human 
being, not a dog” (Craft, 2019, p. 89). Drew becomes angry, saying that she should apologize to 
him for constantly calling him Deandre and asks why she has never scolded Andy for calling 
people ‘dawg’ on a daily basis (Craft, 2019, p. 90). 
Ms. Rawle’s differential treatment of Drew and Andy culminates in a second incident, 
during the climax of the novel when Drew confronts Andy in the cafeteria for bullying him and 
the other students throughout the year. Although Andy pushed Drew first, because he slipped on 
an apple and caused commotion, their homeroom teacher immediately accuses Drew of fighting 
and shouts that he is going to the Headmaster’s office. It took Jordan, other students, and faculty 
members intervening to vouch for his innocence before she believed the truth, and even then, she 
directed both boys to clean up the cafeteria floor and each lose a free period, forcing Drew to 
accept culpability for an incident in which he was the victim (Craft, 2019, p. 208). Ms. Rawles’ 
lack of humility and self-reflection on personal biases caused many conflicts to escalate between 
her and students and with students among themselves.   
 Where the narrative includes complex counternarratives of BAD boys, it does not fulfill 
the same role for BAD girls, who are silenced in the text. While BAD girls are rendered in the 
illustrations of the text, they never speak. Throughout the novel, which has 249 pages, BAD girls 
on Riverdale Academy’s campus appear in just seven illustrations and six pages: 
1. Walking to school in the “annual first-day-of-school zombie apocalypse” (p. 19); 
2. Texting between classes with a mixed-race group of friends (p. 29); 
3. Texting between classes alone (p. 34); 
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4. Walking with a tray of food in the cafeteria (p. 38); 
5. Walking on campus and holding hands with a White boy (p. 44); 
6. Offering directions to Jordan when he is lost (p. 44); and 
7. Walking on campus alone (p. 58). 
Because they are not afforded dialogue in the text, the illustrations of BAD girls alone imply that 
they were an afterthought to the story, included for surface level representation but not integral to 
the narrative and given voice as other characters are. Besides being seen gesturing to give Jordan 
directions (p. 44), the literal silence of BAD girls is palpable. One wonders why neither Jordan 
nor any other speaking BAD male character has any substantive interactions with BAD girls in 
the text, as either a platonic friend or potential romantic interest. One also wonders if these 
creative choices were deliberate or not and what impressions young readers will draw from their 
absence, particularly young BAD girls in independent schools, who see their lived experience 
with intersectional marginalization reproduced in fiction.  
This glaring silence of BAD girls is highlighted by the presence of numerous other BAD 
characters with speaking roles in the text, including the protagonist Jordan Banks; his mother; his 
father; Mr. Garner, his BAD male math teacher who has worked at Riverdale Academy for 
fourteen years and is still mistaken by colleagues for an athletics coach; his classmate Andrew 
(Drew); another classmate named Maury; and an upperclassman named Deandre. Jordan’s 
friendship group consists of characters from other racialized backgrounds and genders, like 
Ramon, who is Nicaraguan; Alex, who is White; and his close friend Liam, who is White. 
Noticeably, his female friends demonstrate a range of character depth and complexity, and none 
of them are BAD: Alexandra who performs in musicals and wears a puppet on her hand, is 
White; Ashley, the gossip girl with a presumed crush on Drew, is White; Ruby Wu is Asian 
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American; and Tessa is White. Consistent with scholarship on the experiences of BAD girls in 
independent schools, and on the voices of BAD women graduates in this study, BAD girls are 
marginalized and silenced in even fictionalized narratives of New York City independent 
schools. Alongside an examination of book length manuscripts written by BAD alumni/ae, 
shorter articles written during the height of BAD student online activism in 2020 offer additional 
insights. 
Vinson Cunningham and Andrew Ricketts. During the first week of March 2020, two 
BAD male alumni of NYCIS published articles about their experiences in the PSP program Prep 
for Prep. The New Yorker staff writer Vinson Cunningham published “Prep for Prep and the 
Fault Lines in New York’s Schools” on March 2nd. On March 4th, Andrew Ricketts responded to 
Cunningham’s piece with a blog article on Medium entitled “On Prep for Prep and What No One 
Tells You About Gifted Kid Burnout.” The articles portray in sensitive detail the emotional 
intensity of participating in the program as children, being one of few BAD males from low-
income families at elite independent schools, the pangs of veering from the expected educational 
and career routes that Prep for Prep laid out, and the circuitous path of finding themselves in the 
end.  
 Cunningham’s article offers a history of the Prep for Prep that emerged out of the founder 
Gary Simons’ experience teaching elementary school in the Bronx in 1968, during the city-wide 
teacher’s strike over community control of public schools. Upon tutoring advanced students in 
elementary school, Simons supported families in applying to independent schools, “assuring the 
admissions and financial-aid officers that the children would fit right in at their exclusive 
institutions” (Cunningham, 2020, para. 6).  The underlying assumption was that independent 
schools were superior to the public schools that the students attended, but there is no explicit 
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mention of academic rigor or a student body that is academically advanced. As explored in the 
history of diversity in independent schools, “exclusive” is not synonymous with “gifted” or even 
screened for academic achievement. Independent schools were founded to educate the children 
of the social elites, providing a safe, structured, and rigorous educational program for all 
enrolled. Teachers evaluated students holistically and did not “weed” them out purely based on 
academic metrics. In 1978, ten years after the teacher’s strike, Simons founded Prep for Prep. 
“Simons knew that there were bright but understimulated kids all over the city. Maybe, he 
thought, he could place more of them at schools worthy of their talents—new lilies in the old soil 
of élite education” (Cunningham, 2020, para. 7). One wonders what qualifies schools to be 
worthy of the talents of “bright but understimulated kids” of color and what kind of vetting, if 
any, schools underwent to ensure that they in fact embraced anti-racist pedagogy and 
commitments to diversity and inclusion. The article provides no indication that any evaluation of 
the sort occurred, but Cunningham does offer that the early success of Prep for Prep was in large 
part a result of sympathetic and committed administrators who were inspired by the Civil Rights 
movement of the 1960s (2020, para. 7). Following the patterns of diversifying independent 
schools economically in the 1940s-1960s and then racially beginning in the 1960s, fundraising 
efforts applied similar logics that aligned with the interests of wealthy and White families.  
Although Prep for Prep students were screened via a battery of IQ testing, it apparently 
took some time for Simon to realize the full depth and range of gifted students of color. He 
eventually incorporated leadership training into the Prep for Prep learning modules, and, using 
the same logic of independent school administrators from prior decades, argued that financing 
the education of academically talented gifted students would support the schools and society at 
large. Cunningham writes: 
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Each year, Prep kids were being voted class president or head of student government at 
their schools. ‘I began to realize that although, initially, my intention was to give these 
kids a chance because I thought it was just outrageous how the deck was stacked against 
them,’ he told me, ‘these kids were also potentially, like, national treasures. And not to 
have their potential developed is a loss to everyone else.’ He decided that Prep would 
become a ‘leadership development’ organization. ‘I realized that this was a way to raise a 
lot more money, on the basis that the larger society stood to gain,’ he said. (Cunningham, 
2020, para. 20) 
Simons’ realization and branding of the program must be understood beyond shrewd fundraising 
tactics. In the context of educating low-income students of color, it is an example of interest 
convergence, a central tenet of critical race theory. White philanthropists to Prep for Prep and to 
independent schools were more likely to fund financial aid for students whose achievements 
aligned with their own interests. It was in their interests to support students who would enhance 
the prestige of schools that their own children attended by receiving external awards and 
recognition via national competition and admittance to highly selective colleges and universities. 
Despite administrators having good intentions, Simons knew that altruism alone would not 
consistently bring in donations. Wealthy donors needed assurance that the program served their 
interests. Beyond recognition to schools, during the 1980s when federal and state affirmative 
action policies were in place, a pipeline of highly educated, gifted young men and women of 
color to corporations clearly served their interests, as well.   
 Both men describe the intense pressures of participating in Prep for Prep, including full-
time summer courses during the summers after fifth and sixth grade and weekend courses during 
sixth grade. However, Ricketts is the most introspective about the process. He describes a high 
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pressure “absolute success or ultimate-failure binary” that children in the program straddled 
(2020, para. 14). One of his earliest memories from Prep for Prep is learning that one of his peers 
had been “dropped.” The mystery and lack of understanding about the process made it even more 
ominous. As a fifth grader, he remembers being filled with fear—of being dropped, of not 
meeting his obligations to his immigrant parents and the sacrifices they had made, of not fitting 
in, of not measuring up to anyone’s expectations. Overtime, the fear of failure was accompanied 
by a fear of success that alienating him from expressing his full potential.  
 Cunningham and Ricketts have different experiences with integrating into their respective 
school cultures, but racism does appear in both narratives. At the all boys Collegiate school, 
Ricketts is paralyzed by feelings of inadequacy and uncertainty, stating, “High school was a mix 
of bad grades, raging romances, and short falls. I was neither a prime athlete nor a debater. I 
wrote well but rarely. I seemed allergic to submitting papers on time. My fear of success and 
failure parked me in endless limbo avoiding them both” (2020, para 12). Ricketts describes 
general symptoms of anxiety and also what social psychologists refer to as stereotype threat 
(Steele & Aronson, 1995; Taylor & Walton, 2011). Stereotype threat is the condition in which 
people are confronted with negative stereotypes about members of their social group when 
performing a task. In this context, individuals may experience increased anxiety that impedes 
their ability to perform to their full potential. Cunningham shares that he entered Horace Mann 
with nine other students from Prep for Prep, and most of the Black and Brown students who were 
already attended were from PSPs. He relates a joyful time in high school, singing in the glee 
club, acting in musicals, attending overseas trips, and developing critical consciousness in the 
multicultural club. He states, “Alongside my friends, from a jarring double vantage of privilege 
and its lack, I came to know America better, and began honing my responses to it” 
62 
 
(Cunningham, 2020, para. 30). In a conversation with a high school classmate, Cunningham 
slowly recalls being told that he was angry and “had a chip on [his] shoulder” but did not 
understand why. It was his friend Chris who reminded him of Halloween during their senior year 
when Cunningham recalls, “I had dressed up by wearing my usual dark-gray hoodie but with a 
sign strung from my neck that said ‘The Black Boy Who Stole Your Bike.’ ‘You were obviously 
working through something,’ he said” (2020, para. 32). While his overall experience may have 
been pleasant, this exchange suggests that Cunningham has repressed his memories of racism at 
Horace Mann. He has yet to conduct the type of deep reflection that Ricketts is doing via therapy 
to help him process past traumas.  
 After secondary school, both men attended college for a stint and eventually 
discontinued; however, after experiencing difficulties securing employment with their eclectic 
mix of elite education credentials without the accompanying social capital, they each returned to 
their Prep for Prep network for support, with varying results. After graduating from Horace 
Mann, Cunningham attended Middlebury College. He failed courses during one semester and 
was placed on academic probation while he took classes at Hunter College, of the City 
University of New York. Shortly after returning to Middlebury, his girlfriend became pregnant, 
and he failed classes again, leaving Middlebury for good and starting what would be a decade’s 
long quest to complete his bachelor of arts degree at Hunter. In honest and vulnerable prose, 
Cunningham recounts the angst of being unintelligible as a poor, BAD, male prep school dropout 
and acknowledges the privilege that nonetheless accompanied being a member of Prep for Prep. 
He recalls the rejection and the inability of community members to “read” him on interviews for 
jobs that he desperately needed: 
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It is an odd feeling to watch yourself be seen—or, worse, read. I was being interpreted, 
reasonably but not totally accurately, according to the schools I’d gone to and the kinds 
of jobs I’d had. I didn’t feel like a member of the class to which my education said I was 
someday supposed to belong. I felt like what I was: young, black, jobless, an unmarried 
father. I wanted to tell those interviewers that I was afraid. (Cunningham, 2020, para. 51)  
Unable to find work, he turned to Prep and received a job at the program’s headquarters, then as 
a tutor for the son of a board member, and then as an assistant and then staff member for the 
Obama campaign. “I knew I was stumbling into another unmerited adventure,” he says 
(Cunningham, 2020, para. 53).  
In a parallel manner, Ricketts attended an unnamed historically Black college and 
university (HBCU) after graduating from Collegiate and withdrew during his second year after 
having disengaged from coursework. After several years, he was 26 yrs old, had not finished 
college and pondered “What good was a prep-school dropout?” (Ricketts, 2020, para. 2). After 
calling Eva Moskowitz, who was his summer school instructor in Prep for Prep, she set him up 
with an interview for a teaching position at the charter school network that she had founded, 
Success Academies. Ricketts did not receive the teaching position and contemplated, “Prep for 
Prep set me up for success but also waited there with a safety net when I failed. Still, I couldn’t 
shake the feeling, throughout much of my adult life, that I hadn’t done enough. That I wasn’t 
enough” (Ricketts, 2020, para. 11). His feelings expressed here belie the nuances of racialized 
privilege. What constitutes privilege and the expectations of appropriately stewarding one’s 
privilege is filtered through a racialized lens in which Black children are expected to conform to 
dehumanizing educational practices or otherwise be branded ungrateful. Ricketts’ fear of being 
dismissed from the program became a self-fulfilling prophecy as he veered from the idealized 
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education and corporate career path. “After many years refusing to ‘get dropped,’ it was exactly 
what I’d done,” Ricketts says, “I drifted far away from the integration into elite society. I 
shunned my prep school, college, and the threat of being exceptional. I wanted to disappear” 
(Ricketts, 2020, para. 13). The “threat of exceptionality” is the threat of isolation—rejection 
from elite White spaces and alienation from the impoverished Black and Brown communities 
that he called home. 
The narrative that predominantly White and wealthy independent schools are inherently 
and universally superior than public schools in impoverished Black and Brown neighborhoods 
relies on the same flawed, colonial logics of school desegregation efforts following the 1954 
Brown vs. Board of education decision. At that time and now, deficiencies in resource 
allocations were substituted for deficiencies in humanity. Placing BAD children in White schools 
is not a remedy for the violence of systemic racism. The premise behind Prep for Prep’s 
objectives was that providing individual children of color with the economic and cultural 
resources of elite education would be enough to propel them into positions of power as adults, 
and to a large extent, the program does yield tangible benefits for its graduates. As Cunningham 
observes, “No matter the context, certain privileges accompany being thought smart: teachers 
kindle your ego; people listen when you talk. And, at a mostly white private school, in a society 
eager for signs of success, each plucked-out black or brown kid carries an unspoken message. 
With every new way of seeing comes, subtly, a new way to be seen” (2020, para. 16). However, 
critical race theory demonstrates that racism is a structural, intractable part of United States 
society. In Prep for Prep, and other PSPs, ideologies of racial and class inferiority work in 
tandem with ideologies of exceptionalism that can create a cyclone of trauma. A cohort-based 
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model of peer support and a professional network of Prep for Prep alumni/ae may mitigate 
against these traumas, but they do not eliminate them entirely.  
There are two ideologies that undergird the Prep for Prep program and, ultimately, 
contribute negatively to the mental health of its racialized youth members. The first one is what 
critical race scholars call the myth of individualism, which promotes the idea that racism lies 
within individuals and not institutions, and that individuals are solely responsible for their 
achievement in society. The second one is the myth of meritocracy, that advances the idea that 
individuals receive rewards solely according to their own merits. What both ideologies overlook 
is the permeance of racism in all aspects of United States society and the privileges afforded to 
White dominant groups, of all ethnicized backgrounds. In a candid admission to Cunningham, 
Gary Simons describes the ideologies that permeate the program design: 
‘One thing that I didn’t always articulate—but, if you think about it, it’s built into the 
whole fabric—is that I have always been appalled at the whole ethos of 
victimization…Because, if you get people to subscribe to it, it’s like squeezing all the air 
out of the balloon. You’re taking away the psychic energy that could propel them…One 
of the things we’re going to be doing is telling your kids every which way from Sunday 
that they can do it,’ he recalled saying to parents. ‘That whatever obstacles remain’— 
racial, social, economic—‘they can overcome them. If the message you’re giving your 
kids is directly contrary to that, it’s too much cognitive dissonance for an eleven-year-old 
to be asked to deal with.’ (Cunningham, 2020, para. 24) 
According to Simons’ reasoning, students can overcome structural obstacles through their 
individual efforts. Yet, it is unclear what kind of individual actions will overcome structural 
barriers. And it is also unclear what “overcome” means in a communal context in which families 
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and communities are underfunded and criminalized. Moreover, one wonders what precisely is 
the “ethos of victimization” that Simons references. If it is any mention of institutionalized 
racism and classism, then Prep for Prep is not preparing students to advocate for themselves and 
speak up against racism that they encounter in schools. They are teaching students to remain 
silent in the face of actual physical, emotional, and psychological victimization in NYCIS. Such 
color-blind tactics that minimize the violence of racism are dangerous. They disempower youth 
by gaslighting them and minimizing the trauma that they experience, trauma that continues even 
years after graduation.  
 For Cunningham and Ricketts, the long-term effects of participating in the Prep for Prep 
program are complicated. Prep for Prep has been a mostly positive force in Cunningham’s life. 
His wife and best friends are graduates of Prep for Prep, and he states that “much of what I have 
that is good I can trace back to the program” (2020, para. 16). According to Ricketts, Prep for 
Prep perpetuated a deficit narrative of race and class that ravaged his mental health. In stunning 
and precise imagery, he describes the long-lasting effects of these ideologies on his self-concept: 
It wasn’t until my late twenties, in therapy, that I realized how much elitism, racism, and 
classism had traumatized me. Through no fault of my own, adults tagged the only streets 
I’d known as inadequate and tried to redeem me from ugly origins. As poor Black and 
Latino and Asian kids, we learned we were born lacking. There was nothing that could 
fix our deficits except to place us where abundance reigned. But that lie didn’t serve my 
self-esteem. (Ricketts, 2020, para. 14)   
Despite having remarkable gifts as writers, and as humanists overall, both men wrestled 
with racialized and classist ideologies of success that prized attending elite institutions and 
breaking racial barriers in corporate America over their own passions and preferences. In 
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asserting his need to be jovial, to socialize, to rest—to be a child—Ricketts exhibited agency 
from the beginning of his tenure at Prep for Prep that disrupted the program’s adultification of 
children and the racist and classist ideologies that threatened his self-worth. For Cunningham, 
the Prep for Prep safety net did not shield him from life’s challenges, but it did afford him a 
smoother landing. Collectively, the articles demonstrate the tenuous nature of educational 
privilege for BAD male graduates of NYCIS. In addition, they detail the affordances of 
membership in a PSP that can offer critical material supports and career networking even for 
those who veer from its mission. For low-income BAD students in NYCIS who are not members 
of PSPs, these kinds of supports and opportunities are unavailable, and they would need to rely 
more on the social networks established at their predominantly White and wealthy schools of 
attendance.  
 In the aggregate, these recent public narratives of BAD graduates of NYCIS corroborate 
themes from historical accounts. It is noteworthy to this study that the four public narrative are 
all written by BAD men and center their experiences. In contrast, five of the six interviews are 
with BAD women and non-binary folks. Taken together, the male public narratives and 
predominantly female and non-binary interview narratives offer insights into intersectional 




CHAPTER FOUR: METHODOLOGY 
Introduction 
This chapter restates the research questions and discusses the theories, data collection, 
and data analysis methods used to complete this study. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) define 
methodology as an “overarching theoretical approach guiding the research” (p. 38). As such, my 
central theories of translanguaging, critical race theory, and intersectionality guide all aspects of 
study design, and I engage in critical race methodology, which is crystallized in explicitly 
exploring counterstory as narrative inquiry (Berry & Cook, 2019; Kim, 2016; Martinez, 2020; 
Miller et al., 2020) and centering the role of intersectionality (Berry & Cook, 2019). Guided by 
the work of Denzin and Lincoln, I approach my use of qualitative methods as a bricoleur, using 
“multiple methods, multiple epistemological and philosophical frameworks, and/or multiple 
forms of representation” in my research design (Kim, 2016, p. 257). Denzin and Lincoln have 
put forward that qualitative research is fundamentally interdisciplinary, and that “the 
combination of multiple methods… within a single study is best understood, then, as a strategy 
that adds rigor, breadth, and depth to any investigation” (1994, p. 2). To explain the specific 
bricolage of this dissertation study, the chapter is divided in two parts.  
Part I starts with explaining why qualitative methods are suitable for exploring the four 
guiding research questions and the results of a pilot study. It continues with an explanation of my 
conceptual framework showing how each of the three guiding theories of this study are 
integrated into an overall research design, including the selection of data sources, sample size, 
data collection, and analysis. This section concludes with illustrations of how each research 
question is aligned with data collection, analysis, and translanguaging theory.  
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Part II begins with describing why I chose an integrated methodology of narrative inquiry 
and case study to analyze the research questions. Next, I provide a description of what I call a 
relational narrative case design. An overview of cross-disciplinary perspectives on narrative 
studies and the approach that I take on narrative as discursive identity construction follows, and I 
then include a detailed discussion of what I call the Literary Qualitative Analysis method, 
inspired by Mishler’s narrative typology (1995) and the narrative coding method developed by 
Connelly and Clandinin (1990). The chapter concludes with a description of criteria used to 
ensure the study’s ethics and quality via measures to ensure trustworthiness and good research 
ethics, including confidentiality.  
As a review, this study explored the following four research questions: 
9. What kinds of multimodal and linguistic resources do BAD high school youth and 
alumni/ae of NYCIS use to express their identities as members of various 
communities?  
 
10. How do ideologies of language, race, class, and gender impact perceived schooling 
experiences of BAD high school youth and alumni/ae? What challenges and supports 
do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae encounter in NYCIS?  
 
11. According to BAD alumni/ae, what are the lasting impacts of their NYCIS 
experiences on their present day lives? 
12. How do multimodal, public narratives of BAD alumni/ae describe ideologies of 
language, race, class, and gender in NYCIS?  
 
Conceptual Framework 
With these three overarching theories, I sought to examine how languaging practices are 
socially mediated, with translanguaging practices reflecting the transnational consciousness of 
BAD youth in NYC; how racism is a real, structural feature of NYCIS, that impacts BAD youth 
across ethnicized, gendered, and classed experiences; and how linguistic ideologies reflect and 
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co-construct ideologies of race, gender, and class in schools. Figure 4 depicts key components of 
each theory and the overlapping themes that will feature throughout my methodology: 
Figure 4  
Diagram of Conceptual Framework and Overlapping Themes 
 
Additionally, in seeking to understand and explain the intersectional, heterogenous nature 
of BAD social identities and languaging, I employ a “Black ratchet imagination lens” (Love, 
2017) that aligns with translanguaging theory. Acknowledging and affirming the agency of 
marginalized groups is central to Black feminist theorists, who have argued for the merit of the 
term ‘ratchet’ to humanize working-class BAD women. Bettina Love extends a similar argument 
to upholding the identity-making and agency of BAD queer youth who challenge the binaries of 
male and female, of ratchet and respectable, and other social binaries: “These complex identities 
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of Black queer youth, as informed by the culture of hip hop, call for an equally intricate 
framework, thus necessitating messy theoretical orientations that are dynamic, multifaceted, 
hyper-local, and not generalizable” (Love, 2017, p. 540). In examining the racialized, classed, 
and gendered experiences of BAD high school students and alumni/ae, whose social identities 
are contested in independent school spaces, I need theoretical orientations that allow the 
complexity of youth’s identities to surface. This study design particularly attends to the nodes of 
dynamism and hyper-locality, that are central features of both translanguaging theory and the 
Black ratchet imagination lens. 
Research Design 
I integrated translanguaging theory throughout all aspects of the research design, 
including research questions and data collection and analysis methods.  Tables 3- 6 show the 
alignment of my research questions and methods with each of the four data sources. In this 
relational narrative case study, I used purposeful sampling to identify six total participants for in-
depth interviews, and I employed document analysis of four fiction and non-fiction narratives. In 
summary, I collected and analyzed four written narratives, six interview transcripts, and two 






Alignment of Research Questions, Theory, and Methods: HS Student Visual Collages 
 
Research Methods: HS Student Visual Collages 
RQ 1: What kinds of multimodal and linguistic resources do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae of NYCIS 
use to express their identities as members of various communities?  
Data Type Data Collection Plan Data  Analysis 
Research Dissemination & 






(N = 2) 
 
After receiving assent forms, 
send an email with a brief 
activity to participants and 
develop a schedule for when 
each one will start the activity 
 
Once a start date is determined, 
send the Visual Collage 
protocol for creating a collage 
using the online program 
Kapwing 
 
On the morning of Day 3, send 
a reflection prompt for 
participants to answer and 
submit by the end of the day 
 
On Day 5, participants send the 
completed college saved as 











study analysis  
 
Mutual sharing 
of transcripts and 
coded analyses 
 
Multilingual, BAD-speaking researcher 
who is an independent school alumna, 
conducting interviews and coding a range of 
linguistic features 
 
Interview questions on culturally responsive 
subjects and hyperlocal contexts to elicit 
natural speech  
 
Triangulated qualitative analyses of 
transcripts using researcher and participant 
expertise 
 
Online data visualization gallery to show 
participants’ intersectional racialized, 
gendered, and economic class identities: 
www.kahdeidramartin.com 
 
Research talks at NYCIS, colleges, 
universities, and organizations 
 
Presentations at education, independent 
school, and student conferences 
 
Research articles in peer-reviewed 
publications 
 









Alignment of Research Questions, Theory, and Methods: HS Student Interviews 
 
Research Methods: HS Student Semi-Structured Interviews 
RQ 1: What kinds of multimodal and linguistic resources do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae of NYCIS 
use to express their identities as members of various communities?  
 
RQ 2: How do ideologies of language, race, class, and gender impact perceived schooling experiences of BAD 
high school youth and alumni/ae? What challenges and supports do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae 
encounter in NYCIS?  
 
Data Type Data Collection Plan Data Analysis 
Research Dissemination & 






(N = 2) 
 
Distribute fliers and link 
to online screener to 
personal and 
professional networks 
via email, Facebook, 
Twitter, and LinkedIn 
 
Follow-up emails to 
those who completed the 
online screeners with a 
link to the assent forms 
 
Use an audio recorder 
and Zoom to record 
video conferences and a 
reflexivity journal 




Begin interview with 
question asking 
participants to describe 
their visual collages 
 
Incentive of $15 
Amazon gift cards 
 
Upload audio files 
to Temi for 
automated speech to 
text transcription of 
interviews; review 
transcripts and make 
manual line by line 
edits 
 
Use the Literary 
Qualitative Analysis 
method to identify 
patterns and themes 
 




Multilingual, BAD-speaking researcher who is 
an independent school alumna, conducting 
interviews and coding a range of linguistic 
features 
 
Interview questions on culturally responsive 
subjects and hyperlocal contexts to elicit 
natural speech  
 
Triangulated qualitative analyses of transcripts 
using researcher and participant expertise 
 
Online data visualization gallery to show 
participants’ intersectional racialized, 
gendered, and economic class identities: 
www.kahdeidramartin.com 
 
Research talks at NYCIS, colleges, universities, 
and organizations 
 
Presentations at education, independent school, 
and student conferences 
 
Research articles in peer-reviewed publications 
 








 Alignment of Research Questions, Theory, and Methods: Alumni/ae Interviews 
 
Research Methods: Alumni/ae Semi-Structured Interviews 
RQ 2: How do ideologies of language, race, class, and gender impact perceived schooling experiences of BAD 
high school youth and alumni/ae? What challenges and supports do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae 
encounter in NYCIS?  
 
RQ 3: According to BAD alumni/ae, what are the lasting impacts of their NYCIS experiences on their present 
day lives? 
Data Type Data Collection Plan Data Analysis 
Research Dissemination & 






(N = 4) 
 
Distribute fliers and link 
to online screener to 
personal and professional 
networks via email, 
Facebook, Twitter, and 
LinkedIn 
 
Follow-up emails to those 
who completed the online 
screeners with a link to 
the assent forms 
 
Use an audio recorder and 
Zoom to record video 
conferences and a 
reflexivity journal 





Incentive of $15 Amazon 
gift cards 
 
Upload audio files 
to Temi for 
automated speech 
to text transcription 
of interviews; 
review transcripts 
and make manual 
line by line edits 
 
Use the Literary 
Qualitative 








Multilingual, BAD-speaking researcher who is 
an independent school alumna, conducting 
interviews and coding a range of linguistic 
features 
 
Interview questions on culturally responsive 
subjects and hyperlocal contexts to elicit 
natural speech  
 
Triangulated qualitative analyses of transcripts 
using researcher and participant expertise 
 
Online data visualization gallery to show 
participants’ intersectional racialized, 
gendered, and economic class identities: 
www.kahdeidramartin.com 
 
Research talks at NYCIS, colleges, universities, 
and organizations 
 
Presentations at education, independent school, 
and student conferences 
 
Research articles in peer-reviewed publications 
 







Table 6  
Alignment of Research Questions, Theory, and Methods: Alumni/ae Public Narratives 
Research Methods: Alumni/ae Public Narratives 
RQ 2: How do ideologies of language, race, class, and gender impact perceived schooling experiences of BAD 
high school youth and alumni/ae? What challenges and supports do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae 
encounter in NYCIS?  
 
RQ 3: According to BAD alumni/ae, what are the lasting impacts of their NYCIS experiences on their present 
day lives? 
 
RQ 4: How do multimodal, public narratives of BAD alumni/ae describe ideologies of language, race, class, and 
gender in NYCIS?  
Data Type Data Collection Plan Data Analysis 
Research Dissemination & 
Translanguaging Theory 
Public multigenre 
texts by alumni/ae 








(N = 4) 
 
Obtain published 
narratives from online 






and themes in 
the texts 
 
Multilingual, BAD-speaking researcher 
who is an independent school alumna, 
conducting a thematic analysis of texts 
 
Online data visualization gallery to illustrate 
dissertation summary findings: 
www.kahdeidramartin.com 
 
Research talks at NYCIS, colleges, 
universities, and organizations 
 
Presentations at education, independent 
school, and student conferences 
 
Research articles in peer-reviewed 
publications 
 







Sample Size: Saturation and Insight 
In qualitative research, the depth of data analysis is prioritized over the quantity of the 
sample size. There are no hard rules to sample size as it is determined by the relationship 
between one’s research questions, theoretical framework, analytical framework, type of data 
collected, and resources available (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Mason, 2010). However, some 
researchers have posited recommended participant ranges for qualitative studies. Creswell (2016) 
suggested three to ten participants for an exploratory qualitative inquiry. On narrative data 
collection methods, Kim (2016) notes that qualitative researchers have varying opinions on an 
optimal sample size, with advice ranging from six to 12 interviews if thematic redundancy is 
reached after six, or five to 25 interviews based on the resources available (p. 161).  
Thematic redundancy is commonly referred to as data saturation, “when no new themes 
or categories are emerging” (Corbin & Strauss, 2008, p. 148). According to Charmaz, a 
grounded theorist, the amount of data gathered can cease “when your categories are 
‘saturated.’...categories are ‘saturated’ when gathering fresh data no longer sparks new 
theoretical insights, nor reveals new properties of your data no longer sparks core theoretical 
categories” (2006, p. 113). While generally useful as a framing concept for most qualitative 
studies, saturation alone is not a sufficient or universally applicable criterion in narrative inquiry. 
The goals of narrative inquiry are to rigorously examine fewer, relatively small excerpts of texts 
in order to uncover deep insights. Insights are distinct from knowing all there is to know about a 
phenomenon, saturation, which can be an elusive goal in itself. Lee et al. (2002) offer that mixed 
method research studies may require a smaller sample size as well as those that utilize multiple, 
in-depth interviews for each participant. Overall, a key rationale proposed for having a smaller 
sample size is the depth of analysis explored according to the research paradigms guiding the 
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study. As illustrated, both narrative analysis and case study methodology favor the use of small 
sample sizes, or units of analysis, in order to create depth of insights over breadth. The use of 
various data types and multiple data sources provided ample opportunity to develop deep 
insights both within and across participant narratives. 
 
Triangulation 
As a study integrating narrative analysis and case study methodology, I had to think 
carefully about crafting a rigorous design that upheld the integrity of both methodologies. In 
addition, I needed to be sensitive to conducting human subjects research in the midst of the 
global Coronavirus pandemic. Qualitative research involves making constant choices on how to 
look for, notice, gather, analyze, and represent lived experiences. Our choices necessarily 
involve visibilizing and emphasizing one thing at the expensive of another, but as Luttrell (2000) 
reminds us, it is inevitable, and our task is to understand and justify these choices no matter what 
route we take. In the summer of 2020, I had reached an important juncture where my interview 
response rate was much lower than I had outlined in my proposal and IRB forms, and I had to 
make the tough decision to suspend recruitment and shift to data analysis. I reasoned that 
because temporality is important to bounding the case in my study and defining its overall 
context, it was important for me to move forward with completing the interviews and document 
analyses that reflected the current temporal context of 2020-2021: heightened police violence, 
Coronavirus fatalities, Black Lives Matter protests, independent school student protests, the 
Black@ Instagram accounts, Anti-Asian violence, the tumultuous 2020 Presidential election, the 
2021 U.S. Capitol seize, the tears, the traumas, the tortures, the ticking… 
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 In qualitative methodology, a prominent component of rigorous design is evidence of 
triangulation—of data sources, of data types, of analytical frameworks, and of research 
perspectives (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; Creswell, 2016). In this relational narrative case study, I 
include a triangulation of data sources integrating my own lived experience as a BAD alumna of 
NYCIS and former educator in NYCIS; analyses of six in-depth interviews with participants who 
present a range of gender identities, sexual orientations, ethnic identities, school types, and 
interests; and analyses of multimodal public narratives by BAD alumni of NYCIS. In line with 
feminist and decolonial qualitative research paradigms, my relational case study design is 
centered on the concepts of mutuality, interconnectedness, and relationships that seeks to 
humanize rather than objectify participants (Luttrell, 2019). The combined narrative case study 
design necessitates using a range of analytical frameworks, and I involved my participants 
throughout each stage of the data analysis and report writing process to allow for their feedback 
and adjustments of my perspective.  
My primary source of data are one-time, in-depth, semi-structured interviews with 
participants. Interviews ranged from 1 to 3.25 hours in duration, with a median of 1.5 hours. The 
length of the interviews helped to build trust with participants (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 
Cresswell, 2016; Fine, 2018; Yin, 2018) that would lead to richer, more intimate conversations 
(Kim, 2016) and the ability to clarify my understanding. In this study, my positionality, the 
uniqueness and vulnerability of my participants, our relationships, and the purpose of my study 
all informed trust-building and provided opportunities to garner “rich, thick descriptions” 
(Geertz, 1973) in narratives.   
First, because of the content of my study, participants agreed to participate with the 
expectation that they would be sharing intimate, possibly challenging memories with me about 
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their experiences in schools. They knew that issues of race, gender, class, power, and privilege 
would be foregrounded because of the recruitment process, and I infer that participants agreed to 
participate because they wanted to be heard and to contribute to a broader goal of disseminating 
the research in support of improving school conditions for other BAD students. At the end of 
each interview, several of the alumni/ae participants thanked me for listening, expressing that 
they appreciated the opportunity to unpack these experiences.  
In Pushout: The Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools, a narrative inquiry on the 
educational experiences of BAD girls that reflect, support, or facilitate criminalization, Monique 
Morris observed “that interviewing allowed for a dialogic engagement that can be liberative and 
therapeutic for the person being interviewed (i.e., the ‘storyteller’), particularly if she has not 
been able to release her thoughts and feelings about the phenomenon under study” (2018). Along 
with the potential cathartic value of sharing these narratives, there was also the potential to 
resurface trauma, and I tried to respond accordingly. I offered non-verbal responses that 
encouraged and affirmed their emotional responses, and I initiated frequent pauses and check-ins 
to see if a break were needed. The continual informed consent process also communicated that 
they had the power and autonomy to correct any misunderstandings on my part and to withdraw 
their participation at any time, which contributes to trust-building.  
Second, my positionality as a fellow BAD woman who is an alumna of NYCIS, an active 
and visible member of the BAD NYCIS community, and a current visiting faculty member at my 
alma mater collectively communicate that I share an insider’s perspective on the research and 
could possibly offer them deeper understanding of their experiences and mentorship. Mutuality is 
built into several aspects of the research design. Moreover, the sharing of transcripts and 
analytical drafts, and the informal communication about the study with my participants via email 
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and over Zoom allowed for a more “prolonged engagement” with them than in a typical 
interview-based study. After transcribing each interview using the Temi speech to text software, 
I listened to them in their entirety as I edited the transcribed text for accuracy and conducted the 
anonymization process that I describe more fully in the ‘Maintaining Participant Confidentiality’ 
section at the end of this chapter. After completing the transcript edits, I uploaded them to a 
secure cloud-based folder and shared the respective confidential document links with each 
participant, inviting them to leave direct comments or to send their feedback via email. Most 
provided some feedback on their transcripts, and I incorporated their ideas. I repeated this 
process with completed drafts of the dissertation and intend to continue the process with any 
future publications.  
 
Case Studies 
Case studies are “intensive analyses and descriptions of a single unit or system bounded 
by space and time” (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017). Yin (2018) defines case study as “an 
empirical method that investigates a contemporary phenomenon (‘the case’) in depth and within 
its real-world context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not 
clearly be evident” (p. 15). The topics of case study research vary and include individuals, 
groups, organizations, communities, situations, processes, programs, and activities (Hancock & 
Algozzine, 2017; Yin, 2018). My interest in using critical theories to conduct a cross-school 
analysis of BAD students’ experiences in New York City schools led me to case study 
methodology. Accordingly, I am inspired by methods of case study design described by various 
scholars in the tradition (Hancock & Algozzine, 2017; Stake, 2006; Yin, 2018). However, my 
epistemological framing emphasizes the relational, co-constitutive nature of narratives more than 
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the bounded nature of traditional case study design, and the ensuing visual model (Figure 9) 
reflects this distinction.   
The basic steps of designing case studies include defining the case, developing a 
theoretical frame to analyze the case, identifying the specific case study design that will be used, 
and evaluating the design (Yin, 2008). Yin (2008) describes case studies along two dimensions, 
the number of cases and the number of units of analysis. Single case designs are defined by 
research focused on one context and case. Within single case design, a holistic case includes a 
single unit of analysis, whereas an embedded case has multiple units of analysis.   
For this study, I use a relational narrative case study design that is loosely based on the 
single embedded case study design. The single case study design is appropriate for several 
reasons. First, my study sample group is limited in size and is intrinsically bounded by situation, 
geographic location, and phenomena. The one, specific context of BAD students in NYCIS is of 
critical importance to my inquiry. Exploring other geographic and social contexts would be 
inapplicable to my research questions. My second justification for a single case design is that my 
study is a revelatory case, seeking to understand more about a niche population in which limited 
prior research exists. In this study, the case is defined as BAD high school students and 
alumni/ae of NYCIS, temporally bounded by the years 2015-2020, the time frame in which data 
sources were published or collected. My units of analysis are the six individual participants 
interviewed for the study and the four public narratives. Figure 5 depicts the relational narrative 





Figure 5  
A Relational Narrative Case Study Model of BAD Students & Alumni/ae of NYCIS  
 
 
Note. The case in this study is bounded by participant experience, geographic context, and 
temporal context. The colors of participant circles correspond to the type of school that they 
attended. Tan indicates co-educational schools, green indicates all-boys schools, and yellow 
indicates all-girls schools. The white dotted circle labeled ‘Venus’ is the narrative of an alumna 
as told by a composite character named Zami. 
 
The use of both interviews and document analysis in this case study are complementary 
and help to strengthen my overall analysis. Where interviews are insightful and targeted directly 
on case study topics, document analysis is unobtrusive and can cover a broad range of time and 
settings (Yin, 2008, p. 114).  Overall, I use multilayered data sources that include my own lived 
experience, interview participants, and public narratives. In addition, I analyze different 
discourse types in the form of interview narratives, magazine articles, an adult memoir, and a 





























participants throughout the research process, and document analysis to understand the broader 
context all contribute to the triangulation of the study. 
Narrative Analysis 
 
This dissertation project is a relational narrative case study. Among the myriad 
definitions of narrative, and subsequent approaches to narrative inquiry, the following definition 
resonated most with my research project: “Stories express a kind of knowledge that uniquely 
describes human experience in which actions and happenings contribute positively and 
negatively to attaining goals and fulfilling purposes” (Polkingshorne, 1995, p. 8; as cited in 
Saldaña, 2016, p.154). As I sought to understand the full range of experiences for BAD youth 
and recent alumni/ae, eliciting responses that could be used to support Black students and 
inclusion and equity work at independent schools, narrative analysis offers a lens through which 
to investigate the storied lives of participants.  
 
Foundational Perspectives on Narratives 
As a storyteller myself, I am enthralled by personal narratives. The most basic narrative 
structure in the European tradition and universally taught in U.S. schools is that all stories have a 
clear beginning, middle, and end. This tripartite model of narrative structure is traced to 
Aristotle, who described the concept of “completeness” as one of four elements of plot, 
essentially a collection of sequential events with a clear starting point, mid point, and conclusion 
(ca. 350 B.C.E./1994). In India, contemporaries and possible predecessors of Aristotle developed 
the Natyasastra text that intricately characterizes Hindu dramatic structures, including five 
formal elements of plot, or segments, of the progression of a story. These five elements include 
the Opening, Progression, Development, Pause, and Conclusion (Dimitrova, 2015). After the 
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Aristotlean Three-Act Structure, the most ubiquitous plot structure taught in U.S. schools is the 
five elements of dramatic structure illustrated by Freytag’s pyramid, which bears similarities to 
the five formal dramatic plot elements described in the Natyasatra. Freytag’s elements of 
narrative plot structure include: Exposition, Rising Action, Climax, Falling Action, and 
Resolution (Denouement).  
 In the omnipresent Freytag narrative structure familiar to most students of English 
language arts, the evolution and resolution of conflict or tensions provide the narrative arc and 
sustain readers’ interest. The Labovian six-part model of structural narrative analysis maps 
directly onto the narrative structure by identifying clauses as abstract, orientation, complicating 
action, evaluation, result, or coda (Patterson, 2008; Johnstone, 2016). While it has influenced a 
cross-disciplinary cadre of narratologists in academia, I am cautious that in solely categorizing 
stories according to these underlying event clauses, Labovian analyses nearly eradicate the 
relevance of social context and the actual content of the narratives. As a constructivist researcher, 
I follow in the tradition of scholars who privilege experience-oriented narrative analysis 
(Patterson, 2008) over more functional narrative analysis like the Labovian model that privilege 
structure over content. As Johnstone (2016) illustrates, the Labovian functional model, first 
introduced in 1967, has laid a foundation for current iterations of narrative analysis and is 
noteworthy for illustrating the varied utility of ordinary people’s languaging, the vernacular, to 
express complex and intriguing ideas. Nonetheless, recent scholars have critiqued the limitations 
of structural analyses of languaging, notably the assumptions made about the constitution of a 
narrative and variations found across non-dominant gendered, racialized, and classed social 
groups (Bamberg, 2004; Patterson, 2008). 
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As a sociolinguist and scholar of literature and literacy, I am most at home in the 
multilayered analyses embedded in narrative research, and as I have taught my own students of 
composition, all texts can be analyzed for both structure and content. Moreover, studies of 
language are multimodal, allowing for a range of linguistic, semiotic, visual, and even rhythmic 
analyses. One only needs to consider the ubiquity of non-linguistic aural messages delivered via 
body percussion and instruments across global cultures to appreciate a broader lens on the 
concept of language. In addition to structure and content, narrative inquiry attends to the socio-
political context in which narratives are produced and how narrators’ position themselves in 
accordance with or in liberation of dominant narratives (Bamberg, 2004).  
 
Narratives as Discursive Identity Construction 
While several studies focus more on narrative structure than content, I am interested in 
content analysis, with an additional focus on broad patterns of sociolinguistic variation evident in 
participant speech. Broadening traditional notions of narration that are rooted in spoken or 
written talk, or discourse, Bamberg (2011) espouses the need to view narration as “embodied 
talk” whose content is mediated by its interactive context. He states:  
In addition, the activity of narrating as embodied talk requires the sequential interactive 
dimension of talk as the constitutive context for its understanding—and this applies in the 
same way to the local participants as to the analytic work with narratives in narrative 
inquiry. Consequently, narrating in interaction is not necessarily bound by previously 
held positions, convictions, or beliefs (though it may), but is open to negotiation. As 
such, the actual theme or content of what is being told is dependent on the interactive 
situation in which narrating takes place. (Bamberg, 2011, p. 17) 
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Here, Bamberg argues that “the sequential interactive dimension” of embodied discourse is the 
salient context for both participants’ understanding of themselves and positioning and the 
narratives emerging from this context. Because the process of narrating occurs in the social 
context of turn-taking and flexible, negotiated positioning by the interlocutors, any beliefs or 
assertions deriving from this context can not be understood as fixed. Rather, resultant codes and 
themes emerge through a dynamic interaction of countering and complicit narratives in which 
participant identities are dialogic and relational.  
 This perspective of narrative analysis, attendant to the context in addition to the content 
and stylistic aspects of discursive identity construction, has an important alignment with 
translanguaging theory. Translanguaguing is the dynamic, fluid languaging process of bilingual 
or multilingual people speaking amongst themselves in which they use the full breadth of their 
linguistic repertoire without regard for socio-political boundaries of language (Otheguy et al., 
2015). Importantly, the context and impetus for translanguaging is the presence of interlocutors 
who not only have a shared linguistic repertoire but for whom this repertoire is integrated. It is 
true that all bilingual or multilingual people do not translanguage, and some have critiqued the 
concept of translanguaging on this basis. I argue that fluid, spontaneous translanguaging occurs 
when they result from a speaker’s consciousness of integrating two or more cultural or national 
identities. Accordingly, one can define translanguaging as a particular form of discursive identity 
construction among bilingual and multilingual people that indexes their in-group status as having 






Literary Qualitative Analysis 
For this study, I integrated my training in literary analysis with the aforementioned 
narrative analysis frameworks to conduct what I have named Literary Qualitative Analysis. This 
technique applies literary analysis techniques of close reading to identify, analyze, and re-story 
themes and linguistic signs in narrative data. It combines aspects of content analysis with 
structural analysis to identify patterns of both theme and structure; however, the final analysis is 
presented in storied format that attempts to represent the verisimilitude of participant 
experiences. The six steps of Literary Qualitative Analysis are: 
1. Complete a “First Read” and Annotate 
2. Color-Code Broad Topics 
3. Identify Common Literary Devices and Elements 
4. Identify Themes and Connect to Theoretical Framework 
5. Categorize Themes and Develop Codes 
6. Restory Participant Narratives as Literary Analysis Essays 
 
Step 1. Complete a “First Read” and Annotate 
 
The process begins with conducting a “first read” of the transcript and making written 
annotations in the margins for any words, phrases, or lines that grab one’s attention. The 
reasoning need not relate to the study’s guiding questions or theoretical frames. Rather, the first 
read is an opportunity to review the text with fresh eyes to notice any initial personal and 
intertextual connections. I color-coded my first read of transcripts using yellow highlighter. 
Examples from my first read of transcripts include noticing linguistic patterns such repeated 
words or phrases, evidence of translanguaging, increased frequency of African American 
Language, and the frequency of pauses and hedging language. Second, I also highlighted 
88 
 
intriguing ideas that did not readily fit into the broad categorization of topics that connected to 
my research questions but that warranted a closer analysis. 
 
Step 2. Color-Code Broad Topics 
The second step is to color-code words and lines of the transcript that generally aligned 
with broad topics connected to your research questions. In this study, these categories were 
languaging and English language literacies, race and ethnicity, gender and sexuality, and 




Color-coding the narrative in this manner accomplishes several things. First, it provides a visual 
mapping of areas in the transcript that directly relate to the research questions, facilitating the 
process of identifying first level codes. In addition, lexical and intersentential coding create 
visual displays of interconnected themes that warrant a more nuanced analysis. This stage begins 
what Saldaña (2016) describes as “first cycle coding.” First cycle coding occurs during the initial 
stages of coding and that involve direct, or surface interpretations. He further divides first cycle 
coding into seven sub-categories: Grammatical, Elemental, Affective, Literary and Language, 
Exploratory, Procedural, and Themeing the Data.  Figure 6 is an example of block and 
intersentential coding from Aissatou’s transcript. 
  
 
   Yellow-   Broad ideas, Phrases that stand out 
  Orange-  Languaging, English Language Literacies 
   Light Green-  Race, Ethnicity 
  Magenta-  Gender, Sexuality 





An Example of Color-Coding from Aissatou’s Transcript 
 
 
Step 3. Identify Common Literary Devices and Elements 
I completed the first two steps of first reading and color-coding in chunks and iteratively. 
Once the initial color-coding is completed, I then chose one category at a time to identify 
common literary devices and elements that may also appear in participant narratives. These 
elements include: characterization of others, recurring topics or subjects, conflicts, narrative style 
(uses of symbolism, figurative language, sarcasm, diction, etc.), and tone. After identifying 
literary devices and elements in one category, I move to another category and repeat the process 
until all highlighted areas are scanned and annotated. Within Saldaña’s first cycle coding, the 
Literary and Language category are where narrative analyses are more firmly situated, 
containing methods that focus on structural analyses. There is a noted distinction between their 
structuralist orientation and my Literary Qualitative Analysis method that privileges word 
choice, tone, and literary devices. Saldaña (2016) writes: 
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Dramaturgical Coding, Motif Coding, and Narrative Coding draw from various literary 
traditions for their unique coding assignments to explore underlying sociological, 
psychological, and cultural constructs…Narrative Coding incorporates literary terms as 
codes to discover the structural properties of participants’ stories. (p. 145) 
These approaches to the study of language all begin with a theoretical structure of narrative 
rooted in literary and performance traditions and superimpose these structures in order to code 
participant narratives in relation to these structures. These analyses can have some utility 
depending on one’s line of inquiry and theoretical framework; however, there are risks to their a 
priori application in initial stages of coding. To start, as I detailed earlier in this chapter, while 
there are some commonalities across cultures, specific narrative structures are not universal 
throughout the world. In addition, a preliminary focus on structure or even a predetermined topic 
or theme might create a myopic lens that the researcher unconsciously applies to subsequent 
coding cycles.  
Overall, I align with Clandinin and Connelly’s “fluid inquiry” approach to analysis that 
endeavors to represent “storied lives in storied ways, not to represent storied lives as exemplars 
of formal categories” (2000, p. 141). A final note is that Step 3 of the Literary Qualitative 
Analysis method combines techniques from several of Saldaña’s seven sub-categories, namely 
Elemental, Affective, Literary and Language, and Themeing the Data. As a beginning researcher, 
I drew on my disciplinary background in literary analysis to enter the coding process, and in 
documenting the techniques that I used, the Literary Qualitative Analysis method emerged. An 
important observation I noted was that the term ‘literary’ refers to both content and structure 
across fields of English language studies, yet ‘literary’ is often used interchangeably with 
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structural analysis in narrative inquiry. Exploring these differences in use and how they emerged 
is integral for broadening the perspective on tools available for narrative inquiry in research. 
 
Step 4. Identify Themes and Connect to Theoretical Framework 
The fourth step is to identify themes and connect these themes to my theoretical 
framework. In literary analysis, themes may be topical, referring to specific subjects, or they may 
refer to the message that a work of literature in communicating about a topic. In this analytical 
framework, I distinguish between topics (subjects) and themes (messages, relationships between 
topics). This step most closely aligns with the Themeing the Data category of Saldaña’s first 
cycle coding.  
 
Step 5. Categorize Themes and Develop Codes 
 The fifth step is to organize themes into categories. I use an iterative technique for this 
process and draw from a range of qualitative methodologists like Saldaña, Cladininin and 
Connelly, Bhattacharya, Tracy, and others.  
 
Step 6.  Restory Participant Narratives as Literary Analysis Essays 
 The sixth step relates to the final form that the data takes. Narrative analysis typically 
presents data narratively, and this narrative can take several forms. However, the researcher’s 
voice is often highlighted as the narrator of participants’ experiences, particularly if they use the 
first person. I suggest that CRT research methods implore researchers to consider how 
participant narratives and voices can be centered as much as possible in data analysis. When 
researchers construct literary analysis essays, they conduct a close reading of participant 
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narratives, reproduce large chunks of raw data in the write up (i.e., interview transcripts), and 
analyze these excerpts for both content and structure. Restorying narratives using a literary 
analysis approach aligns with holistic approaches to narrative inquiry and centers the voices of 
participants in reproducing the text. 
 
Narrative Analysis and Counterstories 
Narrative inquiry and CRT research methods are complementary in important ways. The 
individual narratives generated from research with racialized community members can be read  
as counterstories in Critical Race Theory, a major theoretical framework of my study. The 
Literary Qualitative Analysis method is informed by critical race theory and literary analysis, 
both of which foreground thick descriptions and a close reading of participant voices that can be 
missing in narrative methods that focus more on structure than content, or that zero in on themes 
at the expense of participant voices. I am attempting to engage in counter-story as methodology 
(Martinez, 2020) and give more attention to individual participant narratives while also offering 
a chapter that analyzes within case themes.  
As one of the four central tenets of CRT, counter-storytelling amplifies the voices of 
marginalized groups in order to challenge normative discourses that dehumanize them (DeCuir 
& Dixson, 2004). In the interview transcripts, visual collages, and public narratives, I explicitly 
sought information about the presence of racism, classism, and sexism in students’ literacy 
learning experience. In analyzing the significance of critical consciousness to personal and 
collective agency in participant narratives, I used the framework of counterstory from CRT. As 
oral histories that highlight personal and community agency, analyzing BAD narratives as 
counterstories offered rich opportunities for analysis. DeCuir & Dixson (2004) were the first 
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known to this author to reflect on the specific utility of counter-storytelling for Black students in 
predominantly White, independent schools, stating: 
More specifically, their counter-narratives give them the opportunity to critically reflect 
upon their precarious positions of being few students of color attending an elite, 
predominately White, independent school in the southeast. Furthermore, by telling their 
stories in their own words, their counter-narratives allow them to contradict the Othering 
process, and, thus, challenge the privileged discourses that are often found at elite, 
predominately White, independent schools. (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004, p. 27) 
As some of the first empirical articles on BAD students in independent schools and the first to 
apply CRT research methodology in education, their research serve as exemplars on how to 
perform counter-storytelling research that centers youth voices.   
 
Intersectional Narrative Analysis 
CRT as method calls attention to both the content and representation of marginalized 
voices, and narrative inquiry shares the same emphases. As I engage in narrative analysis, I draw 
from my experience as a former instructor of first year composition and middle school teacher of 
English language arts. In addition, my ontological orientations as a BAD woman priestess of 
African diasporic religious traditions also inform this approach, thus intersectionality is 
paramount in the lens through which I notice, seek out, and analyze research phenomena related 
to race. Berry and Cook (2019) provide a framework for conducting intersectional narrative 
research in education that centers the racialized and gendered experiences of youth, in addition to 
other privileges and rights that may or may not be bestowed, such as ability, social class, 
educational status, citizenship, sexuality, etc. They write: 
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As a critical race scholar engaging with intersectionality, narrative exists at the 
crossroads of these experiences. An intersectional praxis of narrative research considers 
the whole-ness of narrative, as both phenomenon and inquiry, positioned with the lived 
experiences. Narrative, as both phenomenon and inquiry, must participate in the 
wholeness of the lived experience. The lived experience does not operate in isolation but 
rather as intersectional praxis.” (Berry & Cook, 2019, p. 92) 
A critical race narrative inquiry approach must respect the “wholeness of the lived experience” 
that includes participants’ intersectional experiences. To this end, Berry and Cook (2019) 
enumerate five criteria for conducting narrative research for intersectionality:  
1. Focuses on multiple inequalities embedded in identities and intersecting forms of 
oppression, 
2. Avoids hierarchies of oppression, 
3. Articulates experiences of at least one of the three forms of intersectionality, 
4. Centers the voices of the multiply burdened, and 
5. Uses counter-storytelling to provide alternative realities to debunk the master 
narrative(s). (p. 93) 
These criteria refer to the process and product of narrative research for intersectionality. 
However, they note that the reflexivity and dispositions of the researchers are critical to engaging 
in this form of inquiry, as well.  
The researchers posit that “three things must be considered when investigating what we 
want to know: multiple and intersecting identities of the researcher; the multiple and intersecting 
of the individual(s) whose stories of experiences are being told; [and] the ways in which the 
identities of the researcher intersect with the identities of the storied individual(s)” (Berry & 
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Cook, 2019, p. 93). Narrative inquiry as an interactional process is shaped by the identities of all 
individuals involved in the process, including researchers. During the research process, identities 
are constructed discursively and dynamically, as researchers and participants negotiate multiple 
identities and types of relationships throughout the interview process. This approach aligns with 
translanguaging theory as method that attunes to the context for translanguaging being 
established by the positionality of the interlocutors.  
 
Reciprocal Consciousness:  Reflexivity Journals, Marginalia, and Researcher Journal 
 Consistent with prior reflections on the heightened emotional labor of the research 
process by feminist and humanist researchers (DeVault, 2010; Diaz-Strong et al., 2014; Evans-
Winters, 2019) over the course of this project, I wrestled with extreme emotions while 
processing participant experience, the triggering of my own memories, and current experiences 
with being a BAD student at a PWI. As I listened to and revoiced participant experiences, I was 
also given the gift of processing my own traumas that I had not healed from. Conversing with 
these youth and recent college graduates aligned with my own need to elevate my consciousness 
and to implement the practice of self-love in ways that I had fallen short in recent years. They 
inspired me and challenged me to evolve in order to better understand their perspectives. In 
attempting to disrupt extractive, colonial research methods, I sought ways to uplift the humanity 
of my participants in various ways, and reciprocity was an important theme. During interviews, I 
used a number of discursive strategies to humanize the interview and make it feel like more of a 
conversation than an experiment.  
Reciprocal communication was important. I shared aspects of my identity to affirm 
connections, conversed in African American Language to model and signal a safe space for them 
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to translanguage if they chose, acknowledged and revoiced their emotions, and expressed 
empathy verbally and with non-lexical utterances from African American Language (ie. Umn, 
Hmn, Umhm, etc.). In addition, before or after the interview guide was completed, I offered 
participants references that supported their own passions, research, and career interests. Several 
participants offered me references, as well, to support this project. Charmaz (2006) discusses the 
importance of “reciprocities” in research in order to build trust and respect the co-constructive 
nature of research: “Reciprocities are important, and listening and being there are among 
them…Ignoring such reciprocities not only weaken your chances of obtaining telling data but, 
moreover, dehumanizes your research participants—and yourself” (p. 110). While I hope that 
their participation was able to provide some value to their lives, I acknowledge that the power 
and beauty of their stories is more valuable than anything that I could offer them, and I wonder 
how I could continue to approach reciprocity in how I represent their experiences and 
communicate my findings to a larger audience. As an academic researcher, I sought to 
implement decolonial (Patel, 2016) and just (Fine, 2018) research methods that would in some 
way mitigate and offset the trauma associated with school institutions. Reciprocity in 
communication and the exchange of ideas was a planned, calculated aspect of my research 
design; however, reciprocity of consciousness was an unanticipated gift.   
Over the course of this study, I used a range of methods to document and process the 
emotional toil of BAD students in NYCIS, including my own. As a reflexive researcher, I am 
consistently reflecting on the relational dynamics at play throughout the research process and 
how my awareness, consciousness, and biases may be surfacing at any given time (Luttrell, 
2019). In order to both process and document my experiences, I engaged in a practice of 
reflexive writing. According to Luttrell (2010), “Reflexive writing can vary in length, form, and 
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content, but its purpose is to make your thinking visible” (p. 469).  First, I created Interview 
Reflexivity Journals (Appendix I) for each of the two interview guides that I devised, and I took 
handwritten notes to record my reactions to each question response and then immediately 
following the interview. The journal consisted of headings to record the interview start and end 
times, interview mode/location, the date, the participant ID number, and the name of the 
researcher conducting the session. Underneath the heading was a chart with six columns that had 
the following headings: “Interview Question,” “What am I thinking and feeling?,” “What body 
language did I notice from the Interviewee?,” “What biases have presented themselves?,” “What 
influences might these have on the findings?,” and “How does this relate to previous learning?” 






Reflexivity Journal-True Q21-22 Reflections 
 
As participants talked, I wrote down their answers in short hand as a way to reinforce my 
memory, record any initial reactions, and compose follow-up questions. In the last column, 
“How does this relate to previous learning?,” I made initial connections to my theoretical 
framework, themes related to the literature review, and ideas for other references that I had not 
considered previously.  Figure 11 shows an example of a completed Reflexivity Journal 
containing my handwritten notes of True’s responses and preliminary intertextual connections 
with related theories (Betina Love’s “Black Ratchet Imagination Lens”), literature (Anthony 
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Jack’s The Privileged Poor; Sabrina Strings’ Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat 
Phobia), and documentaries (Marlon Riggs’ Ethnic Notions). 
Next, in the midst of data collection, throughout the months of July and August in 2020, I 
experimented with writing Weekly Reports (Appendix II) that I submitted to my dissertation 
chair, Dr. Wendy Luttrell. Its purpose was to keep my chair updated on my research progress and 
other professional arenas. The document format was a chart with seven rows entitled: What I 
Read, What I Wrote, Changed Thinking, Data Collection, Data Analysis, Career Advancement 
(Publications, Presentations, Editorships), Grants & Fellowships, and Other Ideas, Questions and 
Concerns. The reports functioned as graphic organizers to help me to visualize my research 
endeavors for the week and as accountability tools that I thought would motivate me to 
“maintain pace.” In addition, they served as a communication tool for me to discuss my project 
with my advisor. They were useful in achieving these goals for a short stint, but they proved 
unsustainable in the long run. Wendy preferred not to know about all of the employment and 
programming opportunities that I was pursuing in lieu of more focused attention on the 
dissertation. In addition, I was not keeping up with the weekly schedule, and the reports began 
morphing into personal journal reflections beyond the scope of the chart’s components. It was 
clear that I needed a different space to unleash the memories that were flooding the page.   
Throughout my data collection and analysis, I kept handwritten notes on the Reflexivity 
Journals and created extensive comments in the margins of my electronic transcript files, 
marginalia. In addition to annotating raw interview data with first and second cycle coding 
(Saldaña, 2016), I wrote marginal comments that functioned as analytic memos (Birks et al., 
2008; Saldaña, 2016; Thornberg & Charmaz, 2014), chronicling the initial stages of latent coding 
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and analysis that I could then use as a basis for my transcript analysis. I would copy and paste the 
comments into another MS Word file as I composed initial drafts of my chapters. 
During this data analysis process, I started a running Research Journal where I recorded 
any important reflections and descriptions of research processes that arose. It was simply a blank 
page with a highlighted date separating each entry. Keeping all of my thoughts and ideas in one 
place was especially useful during the latter stages of data analysis, after I already had acquired 
several separate analytical documents. The consistent use of memos is critical to qualitative 
research is a key method of ensuring the trustworthiness of one’s analysis (Corbin & Strauss, 
2008). As “sites of conversation with ourselves about our data” (Clarke, 2005, p. 202), my 
experience with this project illustrates that these conversations can occur at varying “sites,” and 
different types of memos may better suit shifting research goals throughout the process. One can 
maintain flexibility in the format of qualitative memoing while remaining consistent in the 
process.  
 
Processing & Documenting Emotions  
Emotions played a critical role in shaping the evolution of the research design. In 
reflecting on feminist theoretical approaches to reflexive qualitative methodology, DeVault 
(2010) observes: “Once underway, most researchers experience alternating moments of intensely 
pleasurable engagement and almost paralyzing doubt and depression…But dismissing feelings is 
usually shortsighted, since they typically persist as muted but powerful barriers to productive 
work” (p. 151). I am inspired by BAD and Chicana feminists who assert the importance of 
attending to the affective nature of academic labor in order to process challenging environments 
and create generative opportunities for growth (Alexander, 2005; hooks, 1993; Lorde, 1984; 
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Moraga & Anzalduá, 1984). Current scholars of race and education have analyzed the processes 
in which White supremacist ideologies manipulate and control the emotions of racialized groups 
(Matias, 2016) while relegating the full range of emotions as a “technology of Whiteness” 
(Leonardo & Zembylas, 2013). Building on Matias (2013), co-authors and I have argued that 
“facilitating critical conversations is not just an intellectual endeavor, but it is also a relational 
and emotional experience. Unpacking our emotions can be a generative process. Strong 
emotional responses are often clear messages of what our bodies do know and our rational minds 
need to figure out” (Schieble et al., 2020, p. 24). 
Early in the process, I began to notice the immense emotional toll that the research was 
having on me and the process of deep self-reflection that it was instigating. Through this 
reflection, I discovered some painful truths about myself as a scholar-researcher. First, I am 
immensely distrustful and subsequently resistant to commitment. I distrust school systems, 
teachers, and the scholarly community in general, and I doubt their collective ability to embrace 
and nurture me in the ways that I deserve. I can trace this doubt to my past experience in 
elementary and secondary schools where I endured psychological and emotional abuse by peers 
and teachers.  
During my junior year of college at Stanford University, I began to have anxiety attacks 
that left me debilitated and frightened for my life. I loss concentration and motivation to write 
anything that would be assessed. As I have heard transnational feminist and theorist M. Jacqui 
Alexander often say, “Writer’s block is a spiritual problem.” My undergraduate years were a 
time of reckoning and knowledge of self that included my eventually stopping out of school for a 
year and a half in order to find equilibrium. Yet, despite my physical symptoms of imbalance 
surfacing during this time, I now realize that I developed anxiety and depression at a young age, 
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perhaps when I first entered independent schools in fourth grade. At first I was excited to be 
attending Grace Church School, that I had taken and “passed” an important test to get into, and 
where I could finally attend school with my friend Annie, whose father led the organization 
where my mother worked as a custodian, caterer, and security guard.  
After the testing, welcoming school visits where everyone wanted to play with me, new 
backpack, neatly ironed light blue uniform jumpers, and freshly washed and greased hair 
adorned with matching light blue barrettes, things shifted. The daily reality of experience set in, 
and I absolutely hated going to school. I did not have any friends initially, and several of my 
classmates would tease me because of my weight, the size of my butt, the grease in my natural 
hair, my lack of athletic ability, my wearing perfume, any and everything that marked me as 
different. When I entered the school, I was the only BAD girl in my grade and then one of three 
BAD girls by seventh grade, but still the darkest-skinned and shapeliest of the group. I 
eventually did make friends, but the constant academic and social pressures, including bullying 
from some male classmates, remained. One of the ways that my anxiety surfaced was in an array 
of stomach problems, exacerbated by the fact that I never ate breakfast in the morning because I 
lived an hour and half away by train and rarely had enough time. No one made me breakfast.  
Another way that my anxiety manifested was in shaving and pulling out one side of my 
hair. This habit started before my entry into private school. I did not realize it at the time, but I 
believe that this initial anxiety developed as a reaction to consistently being sexually abused as a 
child and having no one to protect or defend me. My abusers included family members and 
friends of family. I distrusted adults around me to keep me safe. I distrusted predominantly white 
school environments to protect or to accept me, and so I learned to mask my true desires and 
passions in order to shield myself from criticism and rejection.  
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I recognize a pattern in my resistance to commitment in school spaces, that is also 
racialized and classed. As an undergraduate at Stanford University in the early 2000’s, I did not 
major in English and Creative Writing because writing was my refuge, and I did not want to 
relinquish power to peers or students who did not understand or respect my culture and 
languaging practices. I also did not want to depend on one skillset in order to earn money. As a 
low-income student, I had observed the adults in my family and community acquiring multiple 
jobs and skillsets to flexibly manage the precarity of living in a capitalist society. One of my 
professors of English asked me why I did not major in English, that it would be a shame not to 
build on the strong foundation that I had developed at Chapin, whose prestige he was familiar 
with. He said that I should “play my strong suit” instead of taking various courses that I thought 
were interesting but that I did not have sufficient background knowledge in to excel. For me, 
resisting and reclaiming power over my education was more important than hacking college to 
earn easy A’s, and I did not listen.  
I realize that I have been applying a similar logic of acquiring multiple skillsets in the 
Ph.D. program. I have several innate attributes of a qualitative researcher, and I enjoy everything 
about listening to, analyzing, and restorying human interactions. Yet, I was drawn to mixed 
method research design in order to broaden my skillsets. Again, I resisted playing my strong suit, 
even after submitting my dissertation proposal. Eventually, I settled into the idea that I can build 
on my strengths in close reading and discourse analysis to do mixed method textual analyses 
versus trying to do a completely new quantitative method that I do not have training in, like 
survey design. In addition to shaping the redesign of the dissertation project, strong emotions that 




During my interview with True, a preponderance of strong emotions and revelations 
surfaced related to race, gender, and sexuality. At the later part of the conversation, after the 
interview guide had been completed, we conversed freely, and my positionality shifted from a 
“mothering” ethical stance as a BAD woman researcher engaging a younger BAD non-binary 
participant (Evans-Winters, 2019) to being more of a mentor and sister-elder who has a shared 
life experience and who can mirror True’s words. Rather than being a mere conversational move 
to revoice what is stated, the shift indicated the relational and dialogical nature of the research 
process informed by BAD feminism. In the following exchange, I reflect on deeply embedded 
binary aspects of heteronormativity and homo/transphobia that I continue to grapple with: 
Kahdeidra: Yeah, I’m try—Especially, I tell you like so the gender, like I critique race 
and class all day, but gender and sexuality, it really, it challenges me, you 
know. 
True:  Yeah, I know it’s hard. 
Kahdeidra: It’s—it’s hard and—and a lot of it is because of, again, these experiences 
right, being in these spaces. And having my own sense of, like my own 
relationship with femininity.  
True:  Exactly.  
Kahdeidra: Right? I mean, so much of what you experienced, I’m—I see at, you 
know, mirrored in my own experiences, as well, is really kind of coming 
to terms with...you know, like who...how—how—how is it that I really 
want to express myself? Who am I really attracted to? Um, and how do I 
even know that? Like, how do I even know because we’ve been 
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conditioned for so long, you know, in these roles. Um, and then...you 
know, and—and—and then to be in a space where like femininity and 
attractiveness was denied to me and was elusive. So I think—I definitely 
feel like it kind of...you know, and then being asex—being asexualized in 
one space and hyper-sexualized in my neighborhood, right.  
True: Right. 
Kahdeidra: So there are all of these... 
True:  Yeah... 
Kahdeidra: So, like, I know—I know it’s my own stuff, right. Like if this, if there’s 
something in me that is, um, that is hesitant or that is like, um...I don’t 
even know the right word for it, but just discomfited, right. That’s, 
discomfited by—by people, by, um...um, what can I say, is dis—by the 
spectrum of sexuality. 
True:  Yeah. 
Kahdeidra: You know, it—it—it comes down, I think, to this political and personal 
experience of, you know, “Well, are you sure?” Right. Like, “Because 
you’re a Black woman and, and you’ve experienced racism, or you’re a 
dark-skinned Black woman, are you sure that you’re gay?” You know 
what I mean? Like, “How did you come to—like, like don’t be gay 
because—because White people told you you’re not attractive.” 
True:  Yeah, yeah, yeah. 
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Kahdeidra: You know what I mean? And I think that, which-which of course is...you 
know, this is, um, I think—I think—I think that there, that there’s an 
argument to be made that like, that comes from homophobia, right. Of just 
like not wanting people, of trying to restrict people, right, and to deny 
people’s experience. I think when people say things like that, it does often 
come from that space. 
 
This conversation was revelatory in many ways. Namely, I recognized for the first time 
that, at least in part, my struggles with the spectrum of sexual expression derive from my own 
insecurities about my sexuality. Thinking further, I find a connection between reflection and 
projection. In White supremacist school spaces, my sexual attractiveness was initially 
unrecognized because femininity was bounded by Whiteness and slimness and was epitomized 
by blondness. I say unrecognized because, in middle school, I noticed that some male classmates 
from across grades would begin to flirt with me, some specifically noting that my large behind 
was attractive, but they never asked me on a date or to be their girlfriend. For a couple of White 
male classmates whom I had grown close to, and whose parents were rumored to be especially 
racist, they would speak of our being married in some distant futuristic space (“One day, when 
you are a famous writer or doing something really important…”). Yet, we both knew that “one 
day” was not anytime soon or even a tangible future. Somehow, being attracted to me could not 
be a present reality, only a fleeting one that would not result in a long-term relationship.   
Because I spent much of my formative years without seeing myself reflected, without 
having my sexual attraction reciprocated and reflected, my feminine identity was unstable. My 
female body was asexualized in predominantly White school spaces while being hypersexualized 
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in BAD and multi-ethnic public spaces. This experience was especially true in the subway and 
streets of the Flatbush neighborhood where I lived. One consequence of this sexual insecurity 
stemming from lack of reflection and affirmation was my projecting these feelings onto others. I 
recall having the need to code femininity and masculinity in the bodies of my peers in order to 
make my own body intelligible. In seventh or eighth grade, I told one tall and slim BAD female 
classmate that she acted like a boy. I told another BAD male classmate that he acted like a girl. I 
told another White male classmate who liked listening to rap music that he was acting Black. I 
told another White male classmate that he did not have any lips. I told another White male 
classmate that he did not have a butt. As a form of resistance and self-preservation it seems, I 
became an arbiter of cisgendered heteronormativity through a different, oppositional lens, one 
that would not strike me out from the onset. Thus, I began projecting my insecurities onto others, 
embracing radical politics of race and class while remaining entrenched in oppressive, binary 
systems of gender and sexuality.   
I share these honest reflections from a place of vulnerability but also accountability to my 
own healing process and to the wider community. As an educator and researcher, my 
commitment to social justice pedagogies is sincere, and this commitment must include an 
admission of fallibility, of harm, and of the further need to decolonize my mind. As Tuhiwai-
Smith (2012) states, decolonization is multifaceted, a “long term process involving the 
bureaucratic, cultural, linguistic, and psychological divesting of colonial power” (p. 101). As a 
young person, I had learned that the arbitrariness of my cisgendered, heterosexual body had 
granted me an unearned privilege, a “colonial power” that I struggled with divesting of. In the 
months between the interview and the drafting of this chapter, in order to better understand 
True’s perspective, I have learned more about the colonial and racist legacy of the gender binary 
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by trans and non-binary scholars and activists like the Alok Vaid-Menon. In particular, 
scholarship by Kai Green, Greg Thomas, and C. Riley Snorton have provided a foundation for 
historicizing the Black trans experience in the U.S. and beyond that I had been missing. 
Embracing my subjectivity and biases a qualitative researcher is critical to recognizing 
inconsistencies with my stated values and my praxis. If I truly seek to love humanity more 
deeply and fully, then the recursive process of self-reflection, assessment, and change must 
become a habit, and the mutual, relational nature of qualitative research must be foregrounded.  
 
Maintaining Participant Confidentiality   
 Researchers have a responsibility to protect the confidentiality of study participants, and 
working with populations that are highly specific or that have a small case size requires 
additional precautions. Moreover, reporting individual demographic information poses risks to 
confidentiality as one can trace demographic and other identifiers to specific participant 
quotations. While many ethical guidelines suggest that researchers anonymize study participants 
and research locations as a default stance, this strategy can have negative outcomes such as 
decontextualizing research phenomena from socio-political contexts, “naturaliz[ing] the 
decoupling of events from historically and geographically specific locations” (Nespor, 2000, p. 
549). In addition, anonymization by itself does not protect participants from the possibility of 
being identified by others who are closely connected to the research setting (Nespor, 2000; 
Tolich, 2004). This latter risk is especially salient to this research study, and I have taken specific 
steps to address it.  
Some researchers have argued that demographic information should be reported in 
aggregate or omitted when not integral for analysis (Morse & Coulehan, 2015). In this study, the 
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unit of analysis is an extremely specific and small population, BAD students and alumni/ae of 
NYCIS. My sub-unit of analysis is individual participants, and there are risks with including 
demographic information that may compromise confidentiality. To mitigate risks, I have 
changed or omitted identifiers where doing so would not compromise the integrity of the report 
(Morse & Coulehan, 2015). 
Specific measures taken include using culturally relevant pseudonyms for all participants, 
schools and referents; reporting demographic information in ranges; and using the self-reported 
social group memberships with participant definitions of ethnic terms. To start, I created 
pseudonyms for all participants that aligned with their expressed ethnic identity, and I included 
this process for people referenced in participant stories, as well. The rationale for using culturally 
relevant pseudonyms is to maintain the richness of interpersonal exchanges and relationships 
dynamics in participant narratives that are impacted by racialized and ethnicized identifiers. 
Reporting the specific cultural experiences of participants aligned with critical race theory’s 
insistence on sharing the specific counterstories of BAD people that are often subsumed by 
dominant narratives.  
In addition to using culturally relevant pseudonyms and reporting data in ranges, to 
mitigate against “internal confidentiality” (Tolich, 2004) in the local environments where 
participants lived, worked, and attended school, I reported the majority of demographic 
information in ranges, even when it was unconventional to do so. For example, participants’ high 
school grades, alumni/ae graduation years, and U.S. News and World report college and 
university rankings are only reported in ranges (ie., Sophomore-Senior, 2013-2018, Top 25-30 
National University). Finally, there were occasions where anonymizing and ethical 
considerations required me to take more extensive, creative measures to protect confidentiality. 
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In one instance, I created a composite participant, Zami, in order to relay a significant event that 
was encountered across several participant narratives. Attributing the story to any one participant 
might have compromised their anonymity and the internal confidentiality among study 
participants whose identities might be disclosed to each other as a result. Using a similar 
rationale, I created smoke screens by attributing different pseudonyms for the independent 
schools and Private School Prep (PSP) programs that all participants attended, where applicable. 
I report that the total number of NYCIS represented are within the range of three to six, and the 
total number of PSPs represented are in the range of two to four. The decision to report the 
school and program information in this way was inspired by member checking during data 
analysis.  
After sending interview transcripts for member checking, one of the participants 
expressed concerns that naming their involvement in one of the PSP programs would make them 
easily identifiable. I expressed that it was something that I was considering and assured them that 
I would use multiple names of PSP programs throughout the study. Below is the message body 
of the email that I sent in response: “Thanks so much for this feedback! It’s something that I’ve 
been contemplating since several of my participants are members of what I am calling a Private 
School Preparatory (PSP) program. I’ll absolutely change the name, and as another anonymizing 
strategy, I will randomly place participants into one of four fictitious programs, without offering 
any descriptions of the programs. Just using pseudonyms for the same programs would be 
insufficient.”  
There are four PSPs that actively place public school students in NYCIS, including A 
Better Chance (ABC), The Oliver Program, Prep for Prep, and the TEAK Fellowship. I have 
given all programs pseudonyms, and listed alphabetically, they are: Access Awarded, Breaking 
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Barriers, Gifted & Talented Tenth (GTT), and Scholar Saviors. Five of the six participants in this 
study participated in PSPs, and I randomly assigned them pseudonyms to represent their access 
programs. Therefore, participants who may be in the same access program might be assigned a 
different pseudonym in the interview transcripts, thereby obscuring any connections that could 




CHAPTER FIVE: AISSATOU 
 
Aissatou Diouf (pronounced Ice-ah-too Joof) uses she/her pronouns and attended The 
Highland School. After she responded to my recruitment calls on Instagram, I interviewed 
Aissatou in the summer of 2020 via Zoom video-conference. As one of the “Hill” schools, a trio 
of independent day schools located in the Riverdale neighborhood of the Bronx, The Highland 
School is co-educational, non-denominational, and serves students in pre-K through Grade 12. 
After graduating from Highland during 2013-2018, she attended Jones College, a private 
suburban school in New England which U.S. News and World Report ranked in the top 1-5 
among National Liberal Arts Colleges during the year that she applied. She is a member of the 
Breaking Barriers PSP program.   
 
Transnational and Transcultural Languaging 
Aissatou was born and raised in the neighborhood of Harlem in Manhattan, NY. Both of 
her parents were born in Senegal and immigrated to the United States before she was born. She 
grew up in the neighborhood invariably known as Little Africa or Little Senegal in Harlem, and 
she states that she spoke Wolof at home and that “most of my family is French.” Taken together, 
Aissatou reports that she spoke some combination of Wolof and French at home, yet the 
boundaries of these languages were unclear. When asked which subjects she excelled at in 
school, Aissatou replied, “I was really good at, yeah, I was not that good in French, which is 
surprising, given my whole family’s French. I would make up words that weren’t real and say 
them in like a French accent and liked hoped to get away with it.” She recalls be surprised by her 
lack of proficiency in the French language despite her family being, “French,” which seems to 
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mean being from a Francophone background. These feelings imply that Aissatou had received 
validation from home and her community about her proficiency in French, but she received a 
disparaging assessment of her French languaging skills at Highland. When she states that she 
would be “making up words that weren’t real” in class, one wonders where this assessment of 
made up words originates. It is possible that Aissatou’s perception of words being made up 
derived from her encountering raciolinguistic ideologies at school that illegitimated the 
languaging of her home and community.  
Aissatou uses African American Language when speaking about BAD friends who use 
the language and in reference to herself. When I asked her if she had ever experienced or 
witnessed discrimination at school, she cites several instances, including one involving her friend 
Marsha, who is a BAD female. She states: 
Um, and then, yeah, William Tate specifically, an individual in class called, um, Marsha 
the N-word casually. He was like, ‘Oh yeah, my n***a.’ And then she was like—
Marsha’s from the Bronx, cause she’s like, so she just did not have it. And then like, you 
know, raise it up and was like this kid called me an N word, did what I had to do.   
In recalling the memory of a White male student calling her BAD female friend the ‘N word,’ 
Aissatou recounts the narrative in part using phonological and lexical features of AAL, perhaps a 
regional variety, (“she did not have it,” “raise it up,” “did what I had to do”) and New York City 
speech (more rounded vowels).  
Another context in which Aissatou uses African American Language and marked New 
York City variants, is in response to the question, “Are there any negative consequences to your 
life now based on your experiences at school?” In the following excerpt, she uses African 
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American Language in a narrative that explores themes of racialized and gendered notions of 
desirability and having negative self-worth and self-esteem: 
Um, I still never thought I was worth anyone’s time. I happened to be in a relationship 
junior year and senior year with someone outside of Highland. So, the attention that I was 
getting, I wasn’t aware of at all. I wasn’t told this until years later where everyone was 
like, “Oh Aissatou, like, Will talked about you duh-duh-dah.” I’m like, I didn’t know 
that. [Ummm.] So at the time I’m experiencing this space where it’s like, I didn't know I 
was literally attractive, um, at all like at any instance until eleventh grade. So of course 
that, you know, clouds you.  And so I went to Jones, like, “I’m that, you know, I’m that 
bitch, you know, I run this world” cause I didn’t have any (inaudible) to do that in high 
school where that was my moment to like shine. So a lot of like having to learn what self 
worth looks like: Is it through yourself? Is it through others? Is it through partners? So 
figuring it out now, um. But a hundred percent because of Highland that I haven’t figured 
it out (Laughing). 
When it came to feeling desirable or pursuing romantic relationships, Aissatou reveals that she 
unaware of any sexual attention from White males at Highland, and she discusses not knowing 
that she was attractive. Her socialization at Highland had “clouded” her self-esteem and self-
concept. She acknowledges that she remains in the process of learning what self worth is, and 
she attributes this process “a hundred percent because of Highland that I haven't figured it out,” 
with the laughter functioning as an emphatic marker rather than an expression of humor. 
 Aissatou uses the filler phrases “duh-duh-dah,” “duh-duh-duh-duh-dah,” or variations of 
it five times in total throughout the interview. According to user babygirl209 (2016) on the 
Urban Dictionary website, it is a “saying used when filling in the blanks.” Based on my own 
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positionality as an African American who was raised in NYC and who has some training in 
sociolinguistics, I have observed that usage of the phrase appears to be common in New York 
City speech. Furthermore, the frequency of usage is higher among BAD youth from “Uptown,” 
the neighborhoods inclusive of Harlem in Manhattan and the Bronx. This meaning of Uptown 
itself indexes an insider’s, long-term perspective of NYC neighborhoods that is illustrated in a 
Daily Kos posting by the commenter ‘Brooklynbadboy’:  
You can’t say ‘I live Uptown’ unless you live in Harlem or The Bronx. This will confuse 
us natives. If you live on E. 86th Street, you live in the City, not Uptown…Harlem is 
NOT the City. Harlem is Harlem. Yes, it is in Manhattan, but it is most certainly not the 
City. However, if you live in Harlem, the City is not ‘The City.’ It is Downtown. Harlem 
is a distinct place and a distinct destination. If you live in the City, Harlem is not part of 
the City. It is Harlem. It is also ‘Uptown’ as in a destination, as well as a direction... 
(Brooklynbadboy, 2013) 
Throughout the interview, Aissatou draws from a diverse linguistic repertoire that includes 
registers that some scholars of language might classify as academic, formal, and informal. 
 In addition to indices of New York City speech, Aissatou uses African American 
Language in the rhetorical style of braggadocio and hyperbole. First, she uses the semantic 
inversion of disempowered to empowered sense of the word ‘bitch’ (Smitherman, 1977; 2000). 
The declaratives “I’m that bitch” and “I run this world” are phrases that have been popularized 
by female Black American artists like Missy Elliott, Beyonce, and Rihanna. Aissatou’s 
languaging practices are in line with Smith (2019)’s observations that people of Senegalese 
descent in New York City tended to have higher frequencies of code-switching, stating, “several 
people remarked that speaking English allowed people to diminish immigrant stigma or stake a 
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claim on ‘American’ blackness. At the same time, they also extolled multilingualism, 
particularly in the multiciultural enclave of Little Senegal, where Wolof and French could be 
heard as often as English” (p. 159). Although we solely used words and phrases that are a part of 
the English language lexicon, there were instances where Aissatou explicitly articulated herself 
using African American Language. 
 
Community and Belonging: The Centrality of Race & Ethnicity 
Aissatou identifies with being a member of the Breaking Barriers, Senegalese American, 
hustle, immigrant, and Harlem communities—all of which are social identities related to 
ethnicity and race. After reflecting on her experiences that made her feel ashamed to have 
attended Highland, she acknowledges that low-income status was also a community that 
impacted her identity development. When asked which of these groups are most important, she 
definitively states that it is Senegalese American. She describes a transnational, first generation 
immigrant experience in which her parents emphasized a separatist orientation to the host 
country that resulted in both cultural pride and generational conflicts: 
Cause that is the one—Um, so our family is very rooted in culture. So as I said, like little 
Senegal, like there, everyone I grew up with was Senegalese. I grew up with like the 
emphasis that you’re living in America, but you’re not one of them. And you are separate 
from everyone else. You’re here to get your stuff done, focus on school [Umhm] and 
make it for, for us. You know what I mean, like. There’s no hanging out on the street. 
There’s no—nunna nunna nunna not. You’re not—you know, you are separate from 
everyone else. You are not American. Then it was so ingrained in me that like I grew up 
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speaking Wolof in my house. Like [Okay] I grew up traveling to Senegal every single 
summer. And sometimes going to camp, sometimes [inaudible].  
 
I grew up in a house where like the only thing you can do is go to school and eventually 
work and you stay here until you get married (Laughing). So we moved out at 28 years 
old—when we moved out, my sister is 33, it was like a shit show. Cause they’re like, “Oh 
my God, how could you leave our house?” And I’m like, “I’m not, I’m not in Senegal. 
This is America.” [Mmm]. [Inaudible] So, I think because it’s been so ingrained and so 
emphasized throughout my entire life that it's been just the constant thread. And 
regardless as I learned about my sexuality, as I learned about other paths in my life, that’s 
something that’s been so consistent and so ingrained as like, this is your core and you’re 
going to remember this every single day pretty much.   
This excerpt highlights the values that Aissatou learned at home, illustrates how these values 
create tensions with her transnational identity, and establishes how they would influence 
characterizations of the African Americans who comprised the wider Harlem community and 
Americans in general. Respecting the authority of elders emerges as a core personal value for 
Aissatou.  
 Aissatou identifies with being from or ‘reppin’ Harlem as one of her primary 
communities, and the interconnectedness of geography, space, and identity is a recurring theme 
throughout the interview. The first time that this theme appears is when she describes growing up 
in Harlem: 
Yeah, well I live in little Senegal in Harlem. [Okay] So it’s this weird juncture that we’re 
in Harlem, but sometimes doesn’t feel that way. We feel like we’re in a separate 
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community within it. Like if you go two blocks, there’s almost a different world. 
[Umhm] People, if people talk to me, it’s like pretty clear, like “You’re more Senegal 
than you are Harlem” (Laugh). But if you don’t know me, if you don't know Senegal, if 
you don’t know New York, then you'd be like, “Oh, she’s Harlem,” So... 
She describes her experience living in Little Senegal, feeling like it is a separate community, and 
not knowing or thinking she’s in Harlem. Aissatou demonstrates her awareness of how others 
perceive her versus how she identifies herself, and this difference in perception is based on 
knowingness, specifically an intimate knowledge of language and culture. She identifies with 
being from Harlem but admits that someone who knows the culture and subcultures of Harlem 
would be able to tell from her languaging that she is Senegalese American, and therefore not as 
Harlem as someone was not. This metric of Harlemness lies in an identity that is not Senegalese 
or African, belying the oppositional nature of these subcultures to American cultures. Aissatou’s 
reflection exemplifies the precarious nature of subjectivity and how discursive identities are 
formed via interactions (Bamberg 2011; Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; 2008). It also again reveals how 
one’s internal perspective on language and identity can come into conflict with the external 
perspectives of others. As argued throughout this dissertation, participants often express their 
transnational consciousness via translanguaging. Yet, when this transnational consciousness is 
coupled with an oppositional gaze, it leads to ambivalent concepts of home and feelings of 
belonging. Aissatou examines these themes in further detail when asked the question, “Are there 
any of these groups that you sometimes feel that you do not want to be a part of?”: 
…So, um, like for a long time—I mean, at I went to [a specialized public middle school] 
before Highland, and that was when like New York was moving to specialized super 
small schools... Um, so since like—well in elementary school, I like didn’t wanna be part 
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of the problem cuh like y’all are ratchet and scary. [Umhm] Like I was the kid in the 
front who was like with their glasses on like watchin the fights happen behind me like, 
“I’m not part of this. I’m just gonna focus on my schooling.”  So, for a long time, I was 
like, I do not rep Harlem at all, um, cause I felt Harlem rejected me as a person. Like you 
don’t belong here [Ummn.]. You’re outside. Also that was the time when like Africans 
were being like harassed all the time in school, being called “booty scratchers” and “Go 
back home,” [Ummn] and all that jazz [inaudible] that I was born here, um. And my glow 
up didn’t happen yet, so people were just mean to me (Laughing), um. But then thinking 
once I got to Highland, the same thing where like I wasn’t repping Harlem, I was like, 
“Oh I live on 116, like it’s not bad, it’s not—you know, Harlem is really dangerous. I’m 
not part, I’m not a part of that part of Harlem. 
To start, Aissatou characterizes the children in her public middle school as being universally 
“ratchet and scary,” with her not wanting to be part of the “problem” of classroom fights 
occurring. While the reality of frequent school violence is not doubted, it is also noteworthy that 
this is the only aspect of her schooling experience that Aissatou mentions, and one is left with a 
discourse of low-income, predominantly BAD children being violent and devaluing education. 
There is no mention of redeeming aspects of her experience with caring teachers or friendships 
with other students like her who were also seated at the front of the class, trying to concentrate 
on learning. Were these students not also ‘Harlem’? The general unsympathetic and disfavorable  
view of her classmates in the public elementary and middle schools contrasts with latter 
representations of Highland students, who also exhibited a range of discursively and physically 
violent behaviors. It is unclear what factors may account for this discrepancy in the retrospective, 
but they might include an interplay of her age of attendance for both schools, increased critical 
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consciousness, and ethnic stereotyping. Yet, along with lacking a strong sense of Harlem pride in 
elementary school, which was strongly influenced no doubt by her parents’ directives that she 
was “not like them,” Aissatou reveals that peers had also in fact rejected her.  
Aissatou describes external forces communicating that she did not represent Harlem, 
leading to feelings of unbelonging and being an outsider. She recalls that when she was in 
elementary school, which would have been the early 2000’s, African students were being 
harassed in school, called “booty scratchers” and told to “go back home.” Afrophobic discourses 
of calling African and Haitian youth “Booty scratchers” have been recorded since at least the 
1980s in the United States, and this harassment is a common experience among African 
immigrant origin youth. In her research on youth across the Senegalese diaspora, Smith (2019) 
found, “There was an obvious equating of Africans to animals, unsurprising when one thinks 
about the images with which Western media bombard us…Animalia as insult was a common 
theme among my informants’ discussions of interactions with the black community” (p. 88).  
 While she also attributes her being bullied to the delay of her “glow up,” or physical 
transformation to normative beauty standards and overall physical attractiveness, the pervasive 
reason appears to be ethnic conflict. Thus, Aissatou expresses ambivalent feelings of Harlem as 
‘home,’ simultaneously disassociating from it and also being rejected from it. She characterizes 
the wider Harlem community of her youth as violent, rambunctious, Afrophobic, and 
xenophobic, but she nonetheless sought inclusion as a rightful member of its community. After 
entering Highland, Aissatou’s racialized identity as BAD, gendered identity as a cisfemale, and 
class identity as low-income were key mediators in building relationships with peers and 




The Highland School Culture 
A distinguishing feature of Aissatou’s interview was her rich description of independent 
school cultures and high school social dynamics, specifically friendship cliques. In addition, she 
describes an overall school community that was kind but not inclusive, where ideologies of race, 
gender, and privilege upheld deeply entrenched social hierarchies. Overall, Aissatou offers a 
sympathetic depiction of the Highland School community, remaining critical yet reflective, 
oftentimes sharing her own fallacies alongside those of her peers, which positions her as more of 
an insider than an outsider.  
When Aissatou first started Highland in eighth grade, the dominant social groupings 
included the non-cool minority group, cool minority group, lifers, very popular kids, popular 
kids, semi-popular kids, transitioners, and bouncers. As a new student, she was socialized into 
the non-cool minority group by a lifer: 
I remember the very first day, there was an individual who was a female who was in one 
of my classes, like the homeroom class and was like, “I’m taking you under my wing,” 
pretty much was her like—cause she had been there since kindergarten. So she’s also one 
of the “lifers” that they call it.  So, um, I remember she like took me under her wing and 
brought me to the group. And then that was the group. It was the minority group…They 
were clear that they were the non-cool minorities cause there were Black kids who were 
seen at school by everyone who were like friends with all the popular kids, and then this 
was not that group. This was like a very specific like, “We’re gonna band together cause 
we’re all, you know, there’s nowhere else to turn to.”    
Race was a central tool of social stratification at Highland. Rather than reflecting school pride, 
the term “lifers” as used here invokes a sense of institutional confinement and prison-like 
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habitus, where students learn specific social scripts and are acculturated into the dominant 
culture, which we come to learn centers Whiteness, maleness, and wealth. In efforts to make 
friends outside of the minority group, Aissatou also joined the soccer team but lamented that 
other students did not embrace her beyond basic team-building activities, as they did amongst 
each other. On noticing that she was not being invited to casually socialize with other students 
before practice, she cried on the lonesome bus ride home after school. She said, “You know, like 
they never included, but were always kind…Um, and so that was the theme throughout, 
throughout Highland was, “You can be here. We’re going to be nice to you. Um, we might joke 
with you and bring you in some time, but we’re not—we’re never gonna, to be friends with you, 
ever.” Aissatou affirms that it was challenging to make friends during most of her time at 
Highland, from eighth through eleventh grades, despite the culture of niceness that did not 
disrupt social hierarchies: 
Yeah. It was like a really—people were really nice. That’s the weird part cause it’s a 
mental game where you're like, “Oh, they’re not bullying me.” The bullying was 
completely unacceptable at Jones—at Highland anyway…Um, but yeah, people were in 
nice. People would talk to you in class. They like, or they’ll like kinda be like, “Oh, hey 
Aissatou.” You know, and keep walking. [Umhm] But they would never take the effort to 
like actually get to know you. [Umhm] People were just like, you know, they had their 
place. They had their group. They were like, “This is my core,” People settled down for 
their group very quickly. There were not that many bouncers around. So if you were new, 
you wouldn’t, you know, you were pretty much out there. If you were new, you got 




According to Aissatou, Highland had generally pleasant social environment on the surface, but 
most students did not take the effort to get to know students of color on an intimate level. She 
states, “they had their place” and formed friendship groups quickly, without there being many 
“bouncers.” BAD students responded to these social hierarchies in various ways.  
 Aissatou recalls that some BAD students—in the non-cool minority group—earnestly 
tried to break through social barriers, while she and others sought to maintain their self-pride by 
remaining in their segregated groups and affinity spaces. According to Aissatou, a BAD student 
being a bouncer among lunchroom tables was a “dangerous performative” that solely provided 
“minstrelsy entertainment” to White students. While BAD students may have thought that they 
were being humorous by lightheartedly performing the role of a jester or that they genuinely 
were friends with students across friendship groups, from Aissatou’s assessment, they were often 
being laughed at or being ridiculed. In contrast, she decided that she would refrain from doing 
so: “So, I was very adamant, like I’m never gonna be made fun of by these kids. I’m never going 
to put myself in a position where I think they like me cause I know that, I know they don’t. They 
might be admired, but they don’t really care. [Umhm] They have enough friends. They don’t 
have to put you in.” Aissatou explains the need for segregation as a form of resilience in a highly 
stratified social context. Her past experiences of being excluded led to a distrust of forging 
friendships with White students, who she viewed as not having a genuine need or incentive to 
expand their friendship circles. There were limited options for most BAD students to form 
genuine relationships, and spaces to congregate, like affinity groups, fulfilled an important need 
for otherwise marginalized students. However, these spaces were not protected from the White 
gaze at Highland, and there was no institutional support to explain their importance and ensure 
that they served the needs of racially marginalized students.  
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 The precarity of affinity group spaces and racial solidarity among BAD students at 
Highland surfaces in a story that Aissatou tells about the Black Student Union: 
But before that, it was very much like you’re on your own, um and you’re part of the 
Black crew, literally. I was also part of BSA, BSU [Black Student Union]. Um, I stopped 
going cause everyone was White. It was very weird. All the Black peop—all the Black 
and Hispanic people were in the Hispanic student organization, and there was like a lot of 
like White guys in the Black Student Union. I don’t know why that or how that happened. 
It was very, it was like, oh, like one Black guy invited all their White friends cause then 
they all joined, and it was just like not productive, so we just all left. 
Where friend groups are forcibly segregated by race, a group of White male students taking up 
space in the Black Student Union, disrupting important organizing work that could lead to 
improved conditions for BAD students, is a form of violence. The exodus of BAD students from 
the BSU was an incredible loss for all students. Yet, the strength of student of color solidarity 
and coalitional politics at Highland allowed BAD students to find refuge in the Hispanic student 
organization, where some even held leadership positions. The precarity and malleability of 
affinity group spaces is a direct consequence of institutionalized, color-blind racism that strives 
on maintaining White dominance by minimizing the effects of racism.  
 By eleventh grade, when students had more autonomy through their open curriculum and 
more privileges to move freely in school, Aissatou reports experiencing a transition or “glow up” 
that allowed her to gain access to the more inner circle of friendship groups, the popular and very 
popular youth. She recalls how her friendship with one student of color facilitated the change: 
And I had started to become friends with her, and then, I started to hang with her friend 
group. And the weird thing about Highland is that it had tiers. We had the very popular 
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group. We had the semi-popular, the like, you know, mid popular. And there was a 
transition group that like these people all hung out together, like literally from top to 
bottom. Some of them, um, hung out exclusively with each other, but they were always 
invited to the bigger circle. So, I feel like junior year I got in to one of those smaller 
groups and that allowed me to like, get to know other people much faster where I was no 
longer just part of this like ‘minority table.’ That is what we called it. Um, I got to bounce 
a bit more. And I think it was because of that person being like, ‘Oh, Aissatou’s cool. 
Aissatou, come here. Come sit down.’ 
Aissatou describes a tortuous route to forging friendships at Highland, mediated by race, gender, 
membership on sports teams, and length of time attending the school. She describes a culture of 
niceness where overt bullying was unpalatable, but a more insidious, covert “mental game” of 
exclusion was prominent.  This culture of niceness by “those kids,” that is predominantly enacted 
with racialized students who are both “lifers” and newcomers alike, works in concert with 
institutional racism. Bonilla-Silva (2017) identities four central frames, or paths for interpreting 
information, of color-blind racism: abstract liberalism, naturalization, cultural racism, and 
minimization of racism. The normalization of Highland's social scene with racialized friend 
groups is explicated in large part to a naturalization frame that justifies primary associations by 
race as being universal and “natural.” However, at Highland, the impetus for these self-
segregations and the permeability of the resulting social spaces are unequal. 
Aissatou’s narrative recalls several examples of her and other BAD students’ being first 
rejected and isolated from White peers before choosing to band together. Thus, their racialized 
groups were formed by default. Furthermore, White students accessed power not only over their 
predominantly White spaces in extracurricular activities, cafeterias, and other opportunities for 
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youth led socialization, but they also executed the power to infiltrate student of color spaces, as 
well, like the Black Student Union. Rather than self-segregation being a natural, universal result 
of human preferences, at Highland, White students had the power to initiate self-segregation, 
exclude students of color at will, and infiltrate student of color congregations. Related to this 
phenomenon is that recreation and unstructured socialization are privileged experiences in 
competitive independent school contexts, a coveted respite from mounds of homework, 
leadership activities, and the rigorous classroom environment. For example, sports teams were 
generally viewed as egalitarian spaces within schools where students could forge new friendships 
across traditional social boundaries. Yet, in competitive schooling environments like Highland, 
membership on sports teams also had the ironic effect of making them exclusive, elite spaces 
where students of all social locations sought belonging.  
While Aissatou does eventually settle into an empowered member of the Highland 
community after eleventh grade, her lasting impressions indicate sustained conflicts of values 
between home and school. In particular, she expresses how differing ideologies about children’s 
relationship with elders and teachers in particular often generated anxiety, anger, and frustration 
towards her peers. When asked if there were any teachers whom she especially liked at 
Highland, the first person whom she identifies is her French teacher, Mr. Fletcher: 
Oh Mr. Fletcher, he was such a sweet man! He taught all my French classes. Um, he was 
just like, old, White guy… Not—actually I feel like at the point he actually wasn’t that 
old. He might’ve been like in his fifties. Older White guy...who, um, like loved French. 
And like taught a lot of classes in French. Um, there was one asshole in the class. His 
name was Shane, Shaun, whatever his name was. He ended up going to like military 
school. He was just a bad kid. He was annoying. But anyway, um, he—White guy 
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(laughing) to be clear, just was very pretentious as though he like ran the world. I felt so 
bad for Mr. Fletcher cause these kids are so rude! You know, I grew up in a house where 
you like respect your elders, you like participate in class, you raise your hand, you never 
talk when a teacher is speaking, and these kids—that always happened to all her [sic] 
classes where they would just talk, they were like full on conversations. The lack of 
respect in general always pissed me off, so Mr. Fletcher, I thought he was a great teacher. 
He would only flip out a few times. Um, I had him like many times. I might have taken 
like four or five classes with him.   
Aissatou extends the value of respecting elders that she learned at home to respecting teachers, as 
demonstrated by active participation, listening, and “never talk[ing] when a teacher is speaking.” 
These behaviors, particularly the latter, indicate a hierarchical relationship between teacher and 
student. To better understand Aissatou’s perceived conflict in values between home and school, 
one can consider at least two things. First, the system of education in Senegal, where her parents 
were born and raised, is based on the French system in which a master-apprentice model is 
preferred. and classes are teacher-centered. Second, Senegal in general and Wolof culture 
specifically are gerontocratic cultures in which the voices of elders hold paramount authority 
(Smith, 2019). When asked a clarifying question about her experience with the French teacher, 
she repeats her disapproval for his treatment by peers and attributes her position, in part, to her 
parents’ raising her in an oppositional stance to American culture: 
I think the notion of what my parents growing up, like “You’re not one of them,” made it 
really clear that whenever a kid like acted out, I always registered in my head, like “Don’t 
ever do that.” [Umhm] And over time, it was like, “Don’t ever talk out. Don’t ever hit 
someone in the class. Don’t ever like yell at the teacher. Duh duh dah.” And for some 
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reason, these White kids are just so comfortable, cause they have so much power. Like, 
you know, if, if they complain, if enough of their parents complain, someone’s fired 
immediately, you know. If like enough of them don’t do well on a test, like that person’s 
fired immediately, so they had this weird power trip, all of them, um, of just power that 
they shouldn’t have. Um, yeah. [Umhm] But they do. [Laugh]  
In this passage, Aissatou pointedly critiques the ability of White students to yield power over 
their teachers and to disrespecting them without consequence. She cites her ethnic upbringing, of 
repeatedly being told that she was not American, to her perceived racialized, ethnicized, and 
classed differences in classroom behavior. In this excerpt, she attributes inequitable “power” to 
all White students, without mention of ethnic, gender, religious, or class distinctions. Whereas 
ethnicity mediated behavioral expectations and codes in public elementary and middle schools, 
she highlights Whiteness as the determining factor during her middle and high school years at 
Highland. Despite critiquing the White privilege of her classmates, Aissatou does not mention 
any critical incidents with teachers involving race. In fact, her sympathy towards teachers 
extends to even those whom she did not particularly care for during her time at Highland. Her 
descriptions of Ms. Barnabas and Ms. Barkley are indicative: 
It was so weird—think about cat lady who became a teacher and is like taking out all her 
angst of being like single and older and a cat lady on the kids, like that was Ms. 
Barnabas. And sometimes she was actually kind of cool. I’m hearing, I’m hearing now, 
like she’s actually a cool person, she’s just rude. [Okay.] Um, blatantly rude. Um, who 
else did I not like? Oooh, Ms. Barkley. But she’s never, she was never mean to me. The 
one that just said was mean was saying that I was a better writer in eighth grade, but I 
guess that was her kind of pushing me, but she was never a mean person.   
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Again, there is a pattern of sympathy leveled for White teachers, even when they are “blatantly 
rude.” Aissatou’s measured response to teachers whom peers would judge more harshly and take 
action to have terminated in some cases, can be attributed to her gerontocratic frame of relating 
to teachers. In fact, she cites the quality of instruction by her teachers as one of the best things 
about Highland: 
The great thing about Highland is that the teachers are pretty awesome. Like I found a lot 
of solace in that, like coming from my elementary school, coming from, um, a middle 
school where it was just like packed rooms, where professors are like, you know, focused 
on 10, 30, 40 kids. Like the education part of Highland was I thought like incredible. I 
got really great professors who were willing to challenge people, who were super smart, 
um. They’re better than the kids. That’s for sure. [Okay] Overall.   
She renders high praise for her teachers, who created learning environments in which she “found 
solace.” Aissatou characterizes Highland teachers as consistently challenging students and being 
extremely intelligent, noting “They’re better than the kids. That’s for sure.” Elsewhere, when 
asked which experiences made her feel good or proud to have attended Highland, Aissatou cites 
the breadth of extracurricular activities available, the economic resources available for student 
clubs, the outdoor campus facilities, the “education” in general, and “professors, for sure.” By 
education, she perhaps meant rigor and breadth of study, and also having an open curriculum as 
an upper class student in eleventh and twelfth grades. Languaging provides evidence of 
Aissatou’s orientation towards her teachers, as well.  
Notice that Aissatou refers to the faculty as “professors” throughout the narrative and 
interview as a whole. As a recent college graduate within the past three years, Aissatou often 
interchanges the names ‘Highland’ and ‘Jones’ throughout the interview, but she always self-
130 
 
corrects. So, one wonders why she also does not self-correct with using the term ‘professors’ in 
place of ‘teachers.’ This nomenclature might display the deep reverence that Aissatou has for her 
secondary schools teachers, bestowing the honorific universally. In addition, her languaging 
might reveal the close cognitive association between teachers at Highland and college professors 
at Jones because of their shared rigorous, liberal arts instructional techniques. Aissatou’s disdain 
for perceived disrespect of teachers is constant across her time at both predominantly Black 
public middle schools and predominantly White private middle and high schools, offering a 
valuable perspective of a BAD child from an immigrant-origin family of teacher-student 
dynamics in New York City schools.   
 
New York City Independent School Cultures 
Overall, Aissatou describes Highland students as being extremely wealthy but laid back 
and mostly kind. In addition to social hierarchies within Highland, Aissatou constructs a social 
mapping of New York City independent schools according to geography, competition, kindness, 
and single-sex or co-educational status. The student population at Highland distinguished itself 
in relation to the other “Hill” schools, Greenvale and Oakwood: 
Another thing is reputation. So Highland wasn’t known for being like Greenvale, which 
were like the worst. These kids were like super obsessive about being perfect. Like 
Highland kids were known for being like laid back, um, very, very rich, but like laid 
back. And like, it’s a big deal for your parents to send you to the Bronx as opposed to 
sending you to like [a large public high school], which is like down the corner, you know. 
[Umhm] There’s like—it had like a really eclectic group of kids I would say, that were 
exceptionally kind…[Ummm] Schools have cultures. [Umhm] and cultures that 
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everyone’s aware of. So, it’s like Greenvale’s doing the most all the times. Oakwood is 
too liberal.   
Aissatou crafts what can be called a Goldilocks analogy, situating Highland culture as “just 
right,” less competitive than Greenvale and more structured than Oakwood. Highland students 
are “eclectic” and “exceptionally kind.” Aissatou notes that this kindness is the reason why she 
chose to attend Highland in eighth grade versus other schools that she had been accepted to: 
There were some schools that I knew, like I didn’t go to Harrison [an all-girls school on 
the Upper East Side of Manhattan] cause I like, thought they were all bitches. Like I 
went, I visited it, and like no one was nice to me. [Umhm] I’m not comin here. Whereas 
at Highland, a lot of people were nice to me. I’m like, “Okay, I’m coming here.” So, I 
think that like the level of cliquiness, yes, that I’m proud to say that no one was like, they 
weren’t mean people who went to Highland that I could even think of now like as, as an, 
as an adult… It’s true. Sorry. It’s like, I know Harrison girls now, and I’m like, “Yeah, 
y’all are still the worst,” (Laughing) after 15 years. 
During her admissions process in eighth grade, Aissatou assessed future schools according to 
how welcoming they were, with the all-girls school Harrison lacking warmth and receptiveness. 
That individual alumni/ae of these schools exhibit similar characteristics of amiability and 
malevolence, years after high school graduation, seem to corroborate Aissatou’s initial 
estimations. Later in the interview, Aissatou offers more insights into independent school 
cultures that reify dominant narratives of gender, including heteronormativity and toxic 
masculinity: 
Um, Harrison are the worst, um, Lewiston [an all-boys school] are like assaulters. 
They’re not good, not good people. St. George are like the cool...St. George I think is a 
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version of Highland, of all boys. Like they’re super chill [Ummm], relatively nice, small 
group. Um, yeah, I think Harrison and Lewiston are like very similar of just both being 
like the extremes of what it means to think about identity, um, and sexuality and gender. 
[Ummn] If I was at either school I was like—I mean obviously I couldn’t go to St. 
George—but, yeah, I did not go to any all-girls school. I just didn’t like any of 
them...doin the most. And I hear stories from friends like those, those, some of those 
schools, the people were just genuinely mean, like not nice, like bullies, like actual 
bullies. 
According to her account, students at some single sex schools exhibit extreme behavior that 
reinforce gender stereotypes, “doin the most” in Aissatou’s words. Girls at Harriston have a 
reputation for being cold and snobbish, while boys at Lewiston are known for being hypersexed, 
aggressive, “assaulters,” wielding unwanted sexual advances on young women from other 
schools. However, boys who attended St. George had a similar “chill” demeanor to students at 
Highland, which kept their interschool reputations in tact. Interviews with other participants 
corroborate some of Aissatou’s assessments of independent school cultures, but her narratives 
offer the richest descriptions that can serve as a foundation for understanding other participant 
perspectives.  
 
Intersectional Perspectives on Race, Gender, and Sexuality 
Aissatou provides a stunningly sensitive and heart-wrenching depiction of how the 
interstices of race and gender shaped her experience at Highland. She struggled to view herself 
as desirable as a dark-skinned BAD woman with short natural, coily hair.  When asked if there 
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were any communities that she ever were ashamed to be a member of, she displays mixed 
emotions and uncertainty about past feelings of being BAD in the United States: 
It’s more about being Black maybe that I rejected, but that—I also think that, I don’t 
real—I never was like I’m mad I’m Black. [Okay.] I never thought that, even at Jones, I 
can’t remember, maybe I did, and I’m just like repressing it, but I don’t think so. It was 
more of like, “Oh this is unfortunate that I’m this dark,” or “It’s unfortunate that I’m, 
like, not pretty,” which I know is not true anymore. This is un—you know, like 
unfortunate things, [Umhm] but I’m not mad that I’m a Black person in America.   
During an interview in which Aissatou typically held definitive opinions on various topics and 
exhibited a sharp memory, the issue of her relationship to BAD identity was less clear. She is 
careful to signal that while she did not explicitly remember resenting or disliking being a part of 
the BAD community, there was a possibility that she was repressing her feelings of internalized 
racism. Aissatou engages in several self-corrections, incomplete phrasing, parenthetical 
statements, and hedging during her response that indicate some kind of ambivalent feelings. She 
juxtaposes having dark skin to not being pretty, based on external narratives. Yet, her stating 
“which I know is not true anymore” concedes that she, indeed, had internalized narratives that 
she was unattractive. Later in the interview, she makes a distinction between having an 
emotional response versus a practical response to Eurocentric narratives of beauty, while also 
illustrating reflexivity and holding space for her younger self to have internalized these 
narratives to an extent: 
I shouldn’t be ashamed of it cause it’s who I am. It just kinda sucks. [Okay] So, for 
example, like, “Oh, you’re dark skin.” That’s just who you are. It’s unfortunate because 
people might think X, Y, and Z, or it’s unfortunate because it—you know, it was a really 
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odd like lack of emotion, but strong like practical response (Laughing) [Umhm. Okay.] to 
my sadness I guess to be like, “Oh, this is unfortunate that I'm not pretty” (inaudible) be 
like, “Oh, I’m ashamed of my skin.” Like I never felt I was ashamed of anything cause I 
felt like I had nothing to change, nor anything that I could change in the first place. So it 
is what it is, [Umhm] um, but it’s just unfortunate what that results in, that, so it is a lack 
of internalization of, “I suck, but more, more of us recognition that others see me this 
way because of X thing.” 
Aissatou is clearly grappling with revisiting the racial trauma that she experienced around being 
a darker skinned BAD girl in a predominantly White school with its attending hegemonic and 
racist standards of beauty. Developing a dispassionate exterior and stance about racism was a 
defense mechanism, a “practical” response to mask her “sadness” at being marked as 
undesirable. Throughout the interview, Aissatou discusses the privileges that BAD boys hold in 
relation to BAD girls at Highland, a theme that recurs in several participant interviews and that I 




CHAPTER SIX: TRUE 
 
I interviewed True in the summer of 2020 via Zoom video-conference. We met several 
years ago through my past volunteer and activism work in independent schools, and we have 
developed a mentor relationship. While currently using the name ‘True,’ they were known in 
grade school and in college as ‘Safiya John’ (pronounced Suh-fee-ya), and I honor their 
preferred name throughout this writing. They use she/her and they/them pronouns and identifies 
as non-binary. True graduated from Wilson Day School during 2013-2018. Wilson Day is a co-
educational, non-denominational independent school in Manhattan, serving students in pre-K 
through Grade 12. After Wilson Day, they attended Collins College, a private suburban school in 
New England which U.S. News and World Report ranked in the top 10-15 among National 
Liberal Arts Colleges during the year that they applied. This chapter highlights signature themes 
in True’s interview that consisted of languaging across borders and transvariant priming, 
negotiations of race and ethnicity for immigrant origin families, racialized ideologies of gender 
and desirability, and the enactment of linguistic agency to assert one’s authentic identity.   
 
Translanguaging and Transvariant Priming 
From the start of the interview, ideologies of gender and language in general and a 
translanguaging theoretical orientation were prevalent. After I asked for their pronouns and 
preferred name, they explained that they had recently adopted the name True: “There’s a 
nickname that one of my friends gave me: Talent radiates universal energy…I’ve been doing that 
recently.” It is noteworthy that True conceptualizes their name as an action rather than a fixed 
appellation. This act corresponds with critical linguistic theories that envision language as 
process rather than object of study, in line with a critical, post-structural ontological shift from 
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nouns to verbs. I credit our recently transitioned Queen Mother of American letters, Toni 
Morrison, who famously stated in her 1993 Nobel Prize lecture that, “We die. That may be the 
meaning of life. But we do language. That may be the measure of our lives” (Morrison, 1993). In 
explicating the significance of renaming, True explicates the temporality of names. They state, “I 
feel like True is very like in the future when I’m in a specific state, but Safiya is very like 
grounded in the past, and I’m okay with that, you know?” This fluidity of naming parallels with 
an integrated self of past (Safiya), future (True), and a present that is conscious of both (“I don't 
mind either way...I'm okay with that, you know?”). Rather than having a discrete name for the 
present, her present self is demarcated by the flexible use of both names. When we started the 
interview, I noticed that True initially had another name listed on their video screen, and we 
discussed this afterwards:  
Kahdeidra: I love it. I love it. I love it because it’s like, it’s, it’s, it’s, it’s not what you think. 
Right? Like you don’t think that it’s an acronym, and I was going to ask you 
about it. I was like True... 
True:  You was like, who dis?  
Kahdeidra: True? 
True:  Yeah, yeah (laughing). 
Kahdeidra: Why would you name yourself ‘True’? Oh, okay. I love it. I love it. Yeah. And so, 
and what pronouns do you use? 
True:  Um, They/them, she/her. Both of them. 
True’s response of “You was like, who dis?” is the first instance of their use of an utterance that 
had a high concentration of variation beyond Mainstream American English (MAE), and that 
included features of African American Language: 
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1. The regularized use of ‘was’ with the 2nd person sing. versus the MAE prescription of 
‘were’ 
2. The use of the quotative ‘like’ (which may be attributed to the interviewer's use in the 
preceding line) 
3. The use of zero copula in ‘who dis?’ compared to MAE ‘who is this?’ or variants of 
Southern American English that might include ‘who is dis?’ or ‘who ih dis?’ 
4. The use of voiced alveolar stop [d] in place of theta in the realization of ‘this’ as ‘dis.’ 
First, I voiced my curiosity and mild confusion at seeing the name ‘True’ in the Zoom waiting 
room. Next, I provided a sentence stem by stating, “I was like [accompanied by a quizzical facial 
gesture].” True then predicted my feelings and interpreting my facial gesture in their 
response. Because they elaborated on my utterance, they conducted a discursive move of 
revoicing, that affirmed what I had been feeling. In their use of African American Language, 
they affirmed our shared racialized identity and perspectives. Additionally, their fluid use of 
personal pronouns increased throughout the interview, as comfort levels increased. Towards the 
end of the conversation, after the interview guide was completed and we were freely talking 
about issues related to the study, the following exchange occurs about hairstyling, starting with 
my decision to cut off my hair during college: 
Kahdeidra: I cut it short. I cut it myself. And then I went to Ghana and then the trip to Ghana, 
I decided after I came back, I said, I’m not—I’m not gonna comb my hair 
anymore, so I stopped combin my hair...[Laughing] And I grew, and it grew 
locks. I grew—I was a Natty. [Both laughing] I was a Natty dread. And I had that 
for like three years, and I cut those off. And then I just, you know, was getting 
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twists and kept it natural braids, so—Yes, but I’ve been natural for a while. But 
yeah, I may—I may do my locks again, we’re gonna see. 
True: We’re gonna—listen, the fluidity. That’s all that matters. You just gotta keep it 
moving. 
Kahdeidra: Yeah. Whatever it makes—whatever—you feel in your spirit, that’s what it is. 
True:  Yeah, so we tryna grow them. We’re gonna see what happens. I’m 
excited. I’ve never done anything like this before, you know. I shaved my head 
like, I—I’ve been—I’ve had this much hair for like two years. So I’m finally 
lettin it grow out again, and it’s exciting! Yeah. 
First, True fluidly uses first person plural pronouns to affirm the importance of “fluidity” in hair 
style choices, and their commentary also reinforces a broader theme of fluidity as necessary for 
survival (for their parents, for themselves). Second, they use both first person singular and plural 
pronouns to discuss their decision to grow dreadlocks. Whereas True’s and my sharing an 
overlapping linguistic repertoire and matching linguistic ideologies fostered and reinforced a 
sense of fictive kinship throughout the interview, having different linguistic repertoires and 
ideologies about language engendered conflicts among teachers and peers.  
 When asked what subjects they were good at in school, they pinpointed Spanish, history, 
and art. Their motivation for wanting to build fluency in Spanish was driven by their sense of 
cultural kinship with African-descendant Spanish speakers: 
True: No. Um, I think...I was good at Spanish. I was really good at Spanish...I think I 
was good at Spanish, especially because—which now I, now I know that there 
they’re actually a lot more direct ties, but my apartment building that my dad, um, 
had owned, our tenants were all Honduran, and they’d always speak to us in 
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Spanish. Um, and I was like, I really wanna learn Spanish so that we could talk, 
you know, and like. I later learned that like Vincentians, like, migra--or the, 
the...Yeah, you know what I’m talking about? I, why did I just forget the name of 
the people? 
Kahdeidra: Garifuna. 
True: Garifuna, yeah. I recently learned that they were in Honduras, and I was like 
that’s, that’s a clear connection that we didn’t even know at the time. And I was 
like, why do I feel so connected? And yeah, so I wanted to learn Spanish because 
of that. So, I started taking Spanish in third grade and continued on. It was a 
really, it was good. Um, I think I was a great Spanish speaker. I think that it was 
more so based on like testing and stuff where I didn’t receive some of these 
awards, but it’s okay. Awards aren’t everything, whatever. 
Their motivation to learn the language was directly related to desiring to connect with other 
African-descendant people and nurture the ethnic cultural ties that they felt with a community of 
Spanish speakers. True’s experience correlates with those of African American women in Brazil 
learning Portuguese and other African Americans in World Language education (Anya, 2020). 
Later in the interview, True discusses the experience of speaking Spanish to help families at food 
bank being a watershed moment that gave her language learning purpose: 
True: And one of my friends, who would also, I’ve known her since I was four, she had 
been taking Spanish with me. She started speaking to them in Spanish because it 
was easier for them to process obviously. Um, and so I just started speaking to 
them in Spanish, too, to try to figure out like, how can I best help you because 
other people didn’t know Spanish. So I was like, let’s just try this out, try to, um, 
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help this community however way that we can. And so I think after being a bit 
more calm, like having more conversations with people, I was just like, okay, I 
feel more comfortable. I feel like the goal is not the testing or anything. It’s how 
well they can understand me. [Umhm]  
 
And the Spanish speakers that I knew said that I had a really good accent, which I 
don’t know what that means, but they were just like, you speak it well, like you 
don't sound chopped up or anything. And I know for a fact that these other kids, 
like sounded chopped up and sounded like...You know, like, I feel like they just 
couldn’t get the way that everything rolled off of your mouth differently. [Umhm] 
Like I was able to understand different things, and I feel like...The people in my 
building, but also my parents and the way that they speak, I’m just used to like 
people speaking different ways, so I feel like it’s easier for my ear to pick up on it 
[snaps finger] than others. [Mmmm] But I felt like people didn’t care about that, 
so I just let my confidence, you know, do whatever it was doin. 
True cites having Vincentian Creole as part of their home language repertoire being a primer to 
learning other languages. Scholars define linguistic competence as the system of linguistic 
knowledge held by speakers of a home language. They also use the term linguistic dexterity to 
describe the flexible and skillful use of language. Yet, when describing the linguistic 
consciousness and literacy of racialized languaging practices that differ from political grammars 
of named languages, I use the term transvariant priming. In parallel to translanguaging, I 
define transvariance as the dynamic language use process that multidialectal speakers of the 
same named language employ to negotiate meaning and expressions of identity. In other words, 
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transvariance is the practice of translanguaging among speakers of multiple, closely related 
varieties of a language.  
Transvariant priming explains why True was assessed as having a “good accent” by 
Spanish speakers that they knew from Honduras and most likely Puerto Rico and the Dominican 
Republic. I argue that Honduran, Puerto Rican, and Dominican Spanish share African-origin 
linguistic features similar to African American Language and Vincentian Creole that prime 
speakers of these languages to more readily notice and adapt the phonological and syntactic 
nuances within these languages and others. 
Despite identifying as a poet and having work published, I was surprised that True did 
not list English as a subject in which they excelled. After describing their love of history, without 
prompting from me, they discussed their experience in English class: 
True: …Um, I’m on the fence about English because I love stories. I love narrative 
telling. I just love, you know, hearing about narratives. And my English teachers 
didn’t think I was a good writer and like told me that. And, you know, said that 
my thoughts are always all over the place and this and this and that. And it’s true 
[laugh] I’m unorganized, but they kinda made it seem like I just wasn’t good at it, 
and I wasn’t capable of writing well or whatever that meant. So I would say I-I 
liked English a lot, I loved reading a lot, but I definitely didn’t...I wasn’t 
welcomed in a way that I wish I was. 
Kahdeidra: Hmmm. [Deep breath. 6 second pause] Okay. Um, I-I, so I’m interested in—for 
one thing, you said that you were, that you were good at history, you loved the 
teacher. Talk to me more about that. 
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In English class, True states that their teachers did not encourage their writing talents, 
characterized their writing as unorganized, and did not make them feel welcomed. This deficit 
orientation towards True’s writing is baffling. After hearing True’s response, one will notice in 
the transcript that I took a deep breath and paused for several seconds before continuing. Their 
answer startled and deeply, deeply saddened me. I could hear the despondence in True’s voice, 
and as their mentor, I was infuriated that their teachers had not invested in their obvious gifts of 
linguistic expression. In my professional assessment as a former middle school English language 
arts teacher, instructor of college composition, and teacher educator in literacy, True is a gifted 
writer, one of the best whom I have ever encountered. I needed more insights into why their 
teachers appeared to be so discouraging, and these understandings came later in the interview.   
 
Race, Ethnicity, and Black Immigrant Daughtering 
True identifies with the following communities: queer, non-binary, Caribbean, 
Caribbean American, Collinites (members of their college community), poets, creatives, and 
activists. When asked which of these groups are most important, they highlight the Caribbean, 
queer, and non-binary communities. Of significance to ascertaining a fuller understanding of 
True’s perspective is noticing that all three of these communities have the attributes of being 
coalitional or umbrella terms. For example, Caribbean is a pan-ethnic and transnational identity, 
queer is an umbrella term for all members of the LGBTQIA community, and non-binary can 
indicate a broad range of gender expressions, including but not limited to trans, that are not 
exclusively masculine or feminine. Of the latter, True states, “Um, and other than that, I feel like 
I don’t know where the non-binary in this like falls, but that’s also an important identity.” They 
highlight non-binary as a separate community for a second time, revealing an ambiguity about its 
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placement with the other communities. Are they referring to the ambivalence about non-binary, 
and trans people within the LGBTQIA community, that can also reinforce gender binaries? Or, is 
the ambivalence in regards to the intersectional space of being Caribbean and non-binary? More 
insight is gleaned as the conversation ensues. 
As they use the term, Caribbean functions as both a panethnic and transnational identity 
for True, with Caribbean including Caribbean Americans, people currently living in the 
Caribbean, and generally everyone “having ancestry like of the islands.” At the same time, True 
argues that Caribbean Americans are racialized differently than people in the Caribbean. They 
note “White supremacy” specifically as being viewed in different ways. These differences are 
illuminated in True’s discussion of their parents: 
Yeah. Which I honestly feel like my reasons are connected to this interview also because, 
um, I, I remember just like growing up, being in these very like White spaces and I was 
just having such a, like a hard time and I didn’t really like acknowledge or like, know 
why. And when I would go to my parents, it was like, they didn’t have anything to say. 
Like they never noticed anything. Everything was just like under a blanket, like under 
some sort of veil that they just like couldn’t see. Um, and so it was like, while I was 
going through these transitions, while I’m coming into myself, everything that I wanted 
to be, or like manifest for myself, it was like they were against it.  
Caribbean parents did not “see” racism that same way as them; there was a “blanket” or “veil” 
shielding them from clear vision. Thus, True feels that they were unsupportive and even against 
things that they wanted to be or “manifest.” The use of blanket and veil metaphors for viewing 
racialized selves and experiences harkens to the preeminent BAD sociologist W.E.B. DuBois 
and The Souls of Black Folk (1903).  
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Du Bois’ metaphor of the veil is ubiquitous across academic disciplines, and perhaps the 
most poignant description is its use in describing the angst of infant mortality in the chapter 
entitled, “The Passing of the First Born.” In DuBois’s writings, the recurring motif of the veil is 
multilayered, symbolizing the “color line” of racism that BAD people gained a “second-sight” 
from traversing, White people’s ignorance of the life beyond their racialized privilege, and the 
ignorance of the mostly poor Black masses who lacked classical education (Savory, 1972). 
True’s use of the veil metaphor positions her parents as lacking the perspective to understand 
anti-Black racism in a similar manner that DuBois characterized White Americans at the turn of 
the twentieth century. Furthermore, True identifies their parents’ lack of awareness about the 
mechanisms of racism, and its relationship to ideologies of gender and sex, as contributing to her 
feelings of estrangement from the Caribbean community that she feels the most kinship with: 
True: Like Caribbean folks can be homophobic and just like very violent, um, and 
transphobic. It was like all of these things that I know are because of White 
supremacy, but it’s just like, they’re the ones perpetuating it. And it’s what I have 
to be around constantly. And it’s unfortunate to know that if I’m in a group of a 
bunch of like West Indians, then most likely they’re not going to be cool with 
people who are queer. They’re not going to be cool with people who are trans, 
um, or just like women who aren’t like super feminine, just things like that. Like 
they find, um, a lot of discomfort in a lot of these things. Um, and also like, I feel 
like some people view society in the same way that they do, like the West Indies 
where like, there’s like social mobility, I feel like. Versus here, it’s just not the 





True: Um, so just those moments where I feel like we just have such a disconnect and 
they’re not understanding me. That can be very frustrating to be, not—to be 
ignored, one, and also to be like erased out of the conversation. Yeah.  
True posits that West Indians, a term that they use interchangeably with Caribbean, view the 
United States in the same way that they view their home countries, in that “social mobility” 
exists, and it is correlated to one’s educational attainment. However, from True’s perspective, 
factors contributing to upward mobility are more complex than education level. At least some of 
these mitigating factors appeared to be racism, as they outlined previously. True’s 
characterization of the West Indian community’s views on social mobility offer a nuanced 
perspective that complicates traditional hard-working immigrant or model minority narratives on 
Black ethnics (Greer, 2013; Hamilton, 2019).  
Importantly, they offer a portrait, a perceived portrait, of the West Indies as a place that 
offers greater opportunities for social mobility than the United States. Scholars of West Indian 
immigration to the United States offer economic opportunities as a primary motivator for 
migration (Greer, 2013; Hamilton, 2019). True cites homophobia and transphobia as being 
prevalent in the community, but there is no mention of racism or colorism. One infers that racism 
is the distinguishing factor between West Indian societies and the United States. In addition to 
the general disconnect that may result from differing generational insights and diasporic 
perspectives, True refers to their intersectional location of being Caribbean and queer as one of 
disregard and erasure. In addition to differing perceptions of racism, True characterizes her 
upbringing as being marked by an ethos of subordination, that distinguished her from other BAD 
classmates and shielded her from the consequences of challenging White supremacy.  
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 True stated, “And I feel like that is kind of the condition of growing up as a West Indian 
American child or West Indian child is to grow into subordination. Um, and so I think for me 
specifically, as opposed to some of my other Black classmates, like, I feel like, although it was 
difficult for me, I was kind of terrorized a bit less because I was so subordinate and because I 
was people pleasing and kind of like my friends have called me a teacher’s pet, but I went with 
the rules.” Here, they associate West Indian culture with being “people pleasers” and 
subordinate. They contrast this character attribute with other BAD classmates, presumably those 
who are Black American or African. True also characterizes the treatment of BAD students at 
their school in terms that explicitly indicate racial violence, in that students had been 
“terrorized.” 
 
Black Bodies and Racialized Desires 
Despite being romantically attracted to both girls and boys in their class in middle school 
(“Like I had crushes on all the lil White girls and all the lil White boys, too, [laugh] like 
everybody basically”), True shared that none of their crushes were ever reciprocated, and they 
did not experience dating at Wilson Day School. They explained a dating culture that only 
recognized Whiteness within particular bounds, and this had long-lasting effects on their self-
worth and self-concept: 
Um, and I think for a really long time, even up until I think about high school and then I 
would take it even further to college, I didn’t know that I was an attractive person. Like I 
didn’t view myself as attractive or beautiful or desirable in any sort of way because they 
made it so clear that I wasn’t and that what they were looking for was like skinny White 
girls with straight blonde hair. Um, and that’s just like the deal. 
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As a BAD woman, lasting effects of schooling were a negative self-image and feeling 
undesirable. True stated that they received clear messaging that they were undesirable. There is 
in no indication of a beauty hierarchy or spectrum. Rather, thin, blond, White girls were the only 
ones who were desirable. When asked to explain how students “made it clear” what their dating 
preferences were, they explained further: 
Um, some of the other people were dating, like they were dating around. Um, and there 
was a point in our time that we had this one girl. I guess I shouldn’t say names, but she 
was skinny. She was blonde. She was like the only like very skinny blonde person in our 
grade that was like-that had some sort of capital that people thought was so cool. And 
every single boy wanted to date her. Like everyone just went on and on and on about how 
beautiful she was. And the other girls who had previously, you know, were considered 
beautiful in our year, like, they were kind of like, “What's going on?” You know, they 
were kind of jealous. There was some other blonde girls who were like thicker and people 
would like, like say things about them or people didn't find them attractive, but they're 
both blonde and White, but one of them is thicker than the other. There’s only two of 
them really. And they-they didn’t like her. Like she [Hmm] Y’know, she suffered a lot, 
like mentally because the school, I mean, it’s just clear that you don’t want to be thick. 
Like everyone talked about thigh gaps. Even the boys talked about thigh gaps… 
In describing the dating patterns among 5th and 6th graders at their school, True remarked that a 
young woman who was blonde and “very skinny” was perceived as having “some sort of capital 
that people thought was so cool.” Using the metaphors of “capital” and “cool” explicitly 
reference the social capital embued in the arbitrary phenotypical attributes of blond hair and a 
slim build. Skinny and blonde are valued as universally desirable: True said, “And every single 
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boy wanted to date her. Like everyone just went on and on and on about how beautiful she was.” 
True recalls the mental anguish suffered by a young White girl whom her peers considered to be 
“thick.” They imply that the school culture reinforced these narratives, and the desirability of 
having a slim build is desired by all genders. At the same time that thin, blond, White girls were 
fetishized and idolized for being beautiful, racist narratives co-constituted shapely BAD girls as 
being homely or even repulsive. Of the former, True revealed that they were always considered 
“the friend.”  
True: …So, even when I expressed to multiple people like, “Oh, like, I think you’re 
cute,” or like, “Wow” I'll say that “I like you. I think I have a crush on you,” or 
something, they’d be like, “Oh, that’s cute. That’s sweet”…and that was the case 
for all of my friends pretty much. Like nobody had crushes on us. I’ve heard 
people call my friends “butter faces” and only—do you know what that is? 
Kahdeidra: I have no idea. 
True: So I have this one friend who—So she’s dark skin… Um, and I’m like, all these 
things intersect. And she had a butt though. She had a big butt. She had a big butt, 
she—maybe nothing else, but she had a big butt for most of our time at Wilson. 
And so a butter face is “but her face.” Like her body’s banging, but her face is 
ugly…[Sees the interviewer’s eyes widen] Yes… 
Kahdeidra: Oh my goodness. 
“…all these things intersect.” True recalled having a Black female friend who had a darker skin 
tone and a “big butt.” The young woman’s predominantly White peers stated that her derriere 
was attractive but rejected her facial features, calling her a “butter face.” In this instance, the 
racialized discourse of desirability is illuminated. The linguistic shift from internalized 
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perspective to that of the dominant gaze is subtle yet apparent. At first, True described their 
friend from an internal, BAD community perspective with stating that “she had a butt though.” 
On the surface, this description recognizes the presence of a physical attribute versus the absence 
of one, thus offering a dichotomized comparison of presence versus absence. Yet, in African 
American Language, the phrase “she had a butt though” is understood with more subtlety. The 
phrase could be referring to its size in relation to another one or to the norm. Thus, according to 
the perspective in this first description, there is nothing extraordinary about the young woman’s 
body. Yet, in the next sentence, True described her as having a “big butt” and situates it in the 
context of attending Wilson Day. It is unclear why they included the modifier “big” in the 
second description and not the first, but the hypersexualization of BAD girls and women, and the 
commodification of their bodies, is at work in either interpretation. At Wilson Day, White youth 
were the arbiters of beauty and desirability, and their ideologies were not just dominant but all-
pervading, successful in eradicating other onto-epistemologies.  
According to True, BAD people’s facial features were sources of ridicule: “People would 
talk about, um, our noses. I benefit from privilege. I’m light skin, my nose, and my features are 
smaller than other people in my year. But like the rest of the Black girls, you know, don’t have 
that privilege, are darker skin, have wider noses. And they would constantly like in front of me, 
like say things about their noses and like demonize them in that way, um, just like constantly. 
That’s just how it was. Demonized the way that we speak, everything.” Here, the impacts of 
colorism and featurism are at work. True expressed the tensions that their being light-skinned 
with more European features created in her friendship groups. Because they had phenotypical 
features that were ‘White-adjacent,’ White peers holding racist views felt comfortable discussing 
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them with True. True referred to their light-skinned privilege again and the affordances and 
protection that it provided at Wilson Day: 
Kahdeidra: Okay. And it’s a lot, you know, we-we have time, you know. Take your time. 
Have you ever experienced discrimination at your school such as racism, 
classism, homo/transphobia, or sexism? 
True: Hmm. I would say yes to all of the above, but I’m trying to be more specific. Um, 
in terms of like administration to me, I can’t pinpoint any, like, I can’t pinpoint 
that. Um, and I think this is why I was focused on, like, my conditioning to be 
subordinate, but also because I always follow the rules. I always follow the rules. 
I was very sweet, and like, you know, I also have the privilege of like being able 
to appear as sweet, you know. They’re not like, you know what—I don’t know 
what the word is called, but like adultifying me fully. At least I don’t think so. 
You know, things [Okay] like that. Um, but I de—I definitely would say yes for 
my-my other Black friends. Um, and I know, again, too, it’s like, I’m subordinate, 
one. Two, I’m light skin, and like that already is enough, like proof and like 
information for me. My other friends, um, were like darker than me. And also 
didn’t follow the rules in the same way. Um, and so I remember them like being 
like in-house suspended before, um, getting into lots of troubles in ways that I—
like Ms. Brown’s like said, like, she was like, ‘You’re barely in this office.’ 
Sometimes I would just go with my friends to be there unless we had problems 
together. But I was—I ra—I rarely got into trouble. Like, I really didn’t. 
When asked if they had ever experienced discrimination at their school such as racism, classism, 
homo/transphobia, or sexism, True acknowledges that their being light-skinned compared to 
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their darker skinned peers shielded them from discrimination or being adultified. They stated, “I 
was very sweet, and like, you know, I also have the privilege of like being able to appear as 
sweet, you know. They’re not like, you know what—I don’t know what the word is called, but 
like adultifying me fully.” True explained that their phenotypical attributes granted them a 
“privilege” of assumed pleasantness, being “sweet.” 
 
Linguistic Agency and Authenticity 
The theme of authenticity, particularly in relation to languaging, was evident throughout 
True’s narrative. Their sense of being authentic was challenged in high school and after years of 
performing a desired identity in lower grades. In an early part of the interview, True states, “I 
don’t know if I was ever truly authentic at Wilson Day. Um, I dunno if that’s actually who I ever 
was, but it was easy. It was pretty easy. People thought I was funny. Um, they thought I was 
nice, that I was sweet, that I didn’t, you know, do too much.” They proceeded to recall how 
White students responded to hearing her use an expanded linguistic repertoire for the first time: 
Um, and so I remember like when, when me and Fatima, cause we were best friends, I 
mean, we still are, um, started hanging out, everyone would be like, ‘Safiya, you don’t 
even talk like that.’ You know? Cause everyone’s, you know, we always used to joke 
around like talking like a White girl, like ‘Oh my God!’ And that’s really how we sound. 
They’d be like, ‘You-you’re talking ghetto. Like she’s rubbing off on you. You’re talking 
ghetto. Like that’s not even English. That’s not even dah, dah, dah, dah.’ And they 
made—the fact that they could even say like, ‘she’s rubbing off on you.’ Like things like 
that because she’s a Black, dark skinned woman, you know? So everyone off rip was just 
like treating her terribly. And if you associated with her, then therefore you were being 
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treated terribly, too. Because she embodied everything that they didn’t want to be and 
that they were completely against.  
Sociocultural linguists study how people discursively construct their identities, from moment to 
moment, and according to specific contexts (Bamberg 2011; Bucholtz & Hall, 2005; 2008). True 
and their friends constructed an identity that appeared real (or complete) to their White peers. 
When they and Fatima translanguaged in school, using a fuller breadth of their linguistic 
repertoires that included African American Language, their peers believed that True was 
enacting a false identity. Applying a monocultural and monolingual bias to their social 
interactions, the students assumed that they had been privy to the entirety of True’s linguistic 
repertoire and regularly accessed additional linguistic resources that fell outside the purview of 
Wilson Day and their own limiting gaze. Translanguaging theory focuses on the external versus 
external perspective on languaging, which arises in this excerpt. Moreover, the students exhibit 
what Baker-Bell (2020) calls anti-Black linguistic racism, the particular vitriol for BAD people 
and their languaging practices that White dominant society codes as undesirable and deficient 
(“You’re talking ghetto...That’s not even English”). 
 True’s array of languaging practices and reflections on linguistic diversity at Wilson Day 
are pivotal aspects of their meaning-making and positioning in the world. They suffered constant 
racial microaggressions, homophobia, classism, and gender-based harassment at Wilson Day. 
Their kinship and solidarity with other young BAD women and women of color mentors during 
middle and high school provided important buffers and avenues of support. They exhibited 
power by acquiring knowledge about systems of oppression, educating peers, and becoming an 
advocate at Wilson Day. In Chapter 12, I synthesize findings across the case study and analyze 
more of True’s experience that overlaps with other participants. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN: CHEVELLE 
 
I interviewed Chevelle Campbell (pronounced Shuh-vel) in the summer of 2020 via 
Zoom video-conference. She responded to my social media posts advertising my dissertation 
study. She uses she/her pronouns and identifies as a cisgender, heterosexual woman. In the years 
2013-2018, Chevelle graduated from The Chamberlain School, a single-sex, non-denominational 
independent school for girls located in Manhattan and serving students in pre-K through Grade 
12. After Chamberlain, she attended Whitman College, a private suburban school in New 
England which U.S. News and World Report ranked in the top 25-30 among national universities 
during the year that she applied. She is a member of the Access Awarded PSP program.   
 
Race, Ethnicity, and Gender 
 Throughout the interview, Chevelle’s intersectional experiences of race, ethnicity, and 
gender surfaced as being the most salient aspects of her identity. In addition, her Jamaican 
American ethnicity also significantly shaped her perceptions of belonging as a young adult, 
although she claims that race factored more prominently in her schooling experiences than 
ethnicity. When asked which communities she belonged to, Chevelle stated Black American, 
Black woman, Caribbean American, and Jamaican American: 
So I’d say first and foremost, I’m a part of the Black American community because of 
my racial identity, um, as a Black woman and also just because of my physical location, 
as well as my nationality. Um, I do not identify as African American, um, because my, 
both of my parents are born in Jamaica. Um, so ethnicity wise, I identify as a Caribbean 




Chevelle’s expression of her racial, national, and ethnic identities diverge from other participants 
and popular research in significant ways. While all of the participants in the study identify as 
Black and are the first generation in their families born in the United States, Chevelle is the only 
one to identify as Black American. Throughout the history of the United States, the term ‘Black’ 
has indicated both a racial identity marker and an ethnic identity marker. Therefore, ‘Black 
American’ and ‘African American’ have been used interchangeably to indicate BAD folks with 
several generations of ancestry in the United States. Chevelle provides a usage of ‘Black 
American’ that is uncommon, one that indicates her racialized identity of being a Black person in 
the United States, distinct from ethnicity. For Chevelle, ‘Black American’ indicates her racial 
identity and her nationality as a United States citizen. In contrast, she does not assume the label 
‘African American’ because her parents were born in Jamaica, and her ethnic identity is 
Jamaican American or the pan-ethnic Caribbean American. In distinguishing the meaning of 
‘Black American’ from ‘African American,’ she is signifying a BAD consciousness and 
diasporic Black experience in the United States that transcends more common uses of the name. 
Collectively, these ethno-racial groups that Chevelle delineates represent different facets of her 
racialized experience, that each rise to salience according to specific contexts.  
Before delving further into themes of race and ethnicity, it is worth noting that 
temporality is another aspect of context that Chevelle highlights in relation to her identity. In 
addition to the aforementioned ethno-racial groups, Chevelle strongly identifies with the 
generational group of those born in late 90’s, whom she calls “Millenials or Generation Z,” the 
college class of 2020.  According to her, they are united by feelings of uncertainty for the future 
and multiple political and social transitions. Yet, Chevelle is grateful to find support in her age 




 Having a contextualized and intersectional understanding of race and ethnicity is a 
foremost recurring theme in Chevelle’s narrative. When asked which of these groups were most 
important, Chevelle responded, “I think everything is intertwined.” For her, the importance of 
group identities is relative, being dependent on space. In predominantly White spaces like The 
Chamberlain School and Whitman College, she prioritized being BAD and being a BAD woman 
because there were few Caribbean American or Jamaican American students like her. However, 
in her neighborhood, she identified with the majority group, which was Caribbean: 
Um, while like being back—like I live in Brooklyn. Um, Brooklyn’s like [a] little 
Caribbean enclave. Like especially I live like in the Flatbush area. [Umhm] Um, so yeah, 
so I think like in these and like when I’m physically here in this type of space, and like all 
of my neighbors are Caribbean and stuff like that, and we all like talk to each other or 
whatever. You hear the music at night, whatever. I think that being Caribbean American 
is a bit more, um, prioritized in like that space. 
There are five boroughs that comprise New York City, and Chevelle offers a portrait of Brooklyn 
as a “little Caribbean enclave.” Her sense of Caribbean pan-ethnic identity is reinforced by 
relationships with her neighbors and the languages that they speak and the music that they play. 
While Chevelle describes her racialized and ethnicized identities as fluctuating in emphasis 
according to context, her primary identity as a BAD woman has remained constant in 
significance.  
 BAD women are the “biggest community that is most important” to Chevelle, in which 
she feels a strong sense of community with BAD women globally. This sense of kinship revolves 
around shared experiences of abuse. She cites the activist movement on social media in 2020 that 
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inspired the rhetoric of “Center Black women” and “Protect Black women” to expose the 
prolonged “physical harm” in the lived experiences of BAD women. She states, “And then we 
this—literally recall like so many things, like just as young Black girls, as well, like the ways 
that like our bodies are s—were so like...used. Like, you know? Like whether like somebody was 
physically interacting with us or like just talking about our bodies, you know?” Chevelle 
explains how the myriad accounts of sexual assault that BAD women shared on Twitter, 
remembering their childhood sexual abuse and sexual harassment as children and adults, 
triggered her own recollections of sexual harassment. She identifies a pattern in the Twitter 
narratives of BAD girls’ bodies being “used,” giving a sense of being objectified and 
hypersexualized. Specifically, Chevelle later details experiencing catcalling in seventh grade as 
she wore her uniform skirts throughout New York City. Chevelle states, “Like I started 
Chamberlain in like seventh grade and like, we wore like skirts. We wore like uniform skirts, and 
I would say like those like six years of my life, I was like the most harassed in public.”  
 
School Semiotics: The Uniform Skirt  
For Chevelle, the uniform skirt generated complex associations of femininity, 
hypersexuality, harassment, intellectualism, wealth, Whiteness, and Americanness. The first time 
that Chevelle mentions the uniform skirt is when she describes strongly identifying with being a 
BAD woman because of all the “problematic things” that have happened in the past with sexual 
abuse and harassment. She states: 
And that’s why I would be so like—um, I know, um, do you know, like the Chamberlain 
skirt was like yellow plaid and stuff like that? [Okay] Um, yeah, so like, I would really 
try to avoid wearing that stereotypical like uniform, skirt. I would always try to wear it 
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like the plain yellow one or like wear pants and stuff. Um, because it was just, I don’t 
know. I just didn’t want to be noticed. I really didn’t want to be noticed. And that’s why 
I, I realized that as I’ve gotten older, I’ve really, really tried to embrace my womanness in 
the ways that I identify in that, because I feel like I was really afraid to before, um, for 
lots of reasons, but yeah.  
Chevelle avoided wearing what she described as a yellow plaid (colors changed for anonymity) 
“stereotypical uniform skirt,” wanting to avoid attention. Avoidance, apprehension, and fear are 
emotions that she associated with wearing the uniform skirt, and they are also emotions that 
color her overall experience at Chamberlain. Furthermore, “embracing womanness” is an 
endeavor that she is embarking on more as an adult, citing that there are several reasons why she 
feared doing so as a child. As I will illustrate further, the symbolism of the uniform skirt is 
critical to understanding the complexities of her experience as BAD girl in NYC independent 
schools.  
The uniform skirt is rich with embedded meanings that are both conventional for all 
students and distinctive of gendered and racialized experiences of NYC independent school 
students. At face value, a specific uniform kilt represents one’s membership to a school, with 
plaid kilts signaling one’s membership to a private school. The assortment of uniform skirts at 
girl schools vary, but several school uniforms for secondary school students include the plaid kilt 
of the official or formal uniform, a solid dark colored kilt, and often a light colored kilt for the 
spring semester. In Peircean semiotic theory, the uniform kilt is both an index and a symbol. An 
index is a sign that is associated with its referent, and a uniform skirt indexes a school (referent) 
in general and private school in particular (Atkin, 2010; Keane, 2003). As a symbol, the uniform 
skirt is emblematic of abstract concepts such as wealth, prestige, academic rigor, discipline, and 
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other meanings ascribed to it by interpreters. The official uniform kilt indexes Chamberlain as an 
institution, and it also symbolizes an array of meanings that are filtered through experiences that 
are gendered, raced, and classed.  
Chevelle’s feelings about the uniform skirt before and after attending Chamberlain are 
revelatory, indicating her nascent understandings of economic class and prestige. Although she 
had worn a uniform at the elementary school in her neighborhood of Flatbush, Brooklyn, it 
consisted of a white polo shirt and pants that did not elicit the same feelings of anticipation as the 
Chamberlain skirt. She states: 
So like, I don’t know, um, I never really liked thought uniforms are cute, but after like 
getting accepted to Chamberlain and like being excited to like, be at like this fancy school 
on like the Upper East Side with like all like these like rich families and stuff, I was just 
like, ‘Oh, I’m gonna look cool and stuff,’ you know. I don’t know. I was excited about it. 
I was really excited about it.  
As an early adolescent, in seventh grade, Chevelle felt that the uniform skirt was an indicator of 
high social class and her improved social status by proximity to wealth. She describes feeling 
anticipation and feeling proud after getting accepted to Chamberlain, a “fancy school” with 
wealthy families. The Chamberlain acceptance seemed to change her thinking about school 
uniforms in that they could symbolize things like social status and desirability. For example, she 
remembers thinking that she would “look cool” with the skirt, yet the aesthetic qualities of the 
fabric, colors, or design are not mentioned. Rather, the attractiveness of the skirt lies in its 
indexical value of representing Chamberlain as an institution, which in turn symbolized wealth 
and prestige. As a young girl, Chevelle had learned that material wealth was desirable, and it was 
something that one achieved, presumably via discipline and hard work, as she had. By examining 
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her perspective on wealth and social class before attending Chamberlain, one gains a better sense 
of how her view of wealth and wealthy families evolved in the six years that she attended the 
school.  
 Chevelle describes an “internal and external culture” of the uniform skirt that reveal her 
intricate knowledge of what I am calling hyperlocal literacies. Applying a New Literacies 
(Street, 1997) approach of literacy as a socio-cultural practice and Gee’s conception of literacy 
as a toolkit for enacting specific identities (Gee, 1989), hyperlocal literacies are ways of knowing 
and being in and across institutional, neighborhood, and city contexts. Hyperlocal literacies 
include a socio-political awareness of signs at the granular level and attendant shifts in meaning 
across spaces. Chevelle’s following descriptions of the “internal and external” cultures of the 
uniform skirt exemplify the meaning of hyperlocal literacies. Part of the internal Chamberlain 
school culture of the uniform skirt related to its length. On the first day of school in seventh 
grade, Chevelle recalls wearing her skirt in the length as she received it, with the hem meeting 
the top of her knees. She noticed the other students wore their skirts at a much shorter length. 
She notes, “Like that’s how you know the new students coming in. Like if you don’t know to 
have your, have your skirt hemmed, you know, like coming in the first school, you know that the 
person is not necessarily from like the Upper East Side community or from the private, the 
independent school community.” Knowing to have one’s skirt hemmed a shorter length was a 
hyperlocal literacy of not only Chamberlain but the wider NYC independent school community.  
Differing concepts of appropriateness for uniform skirt length could be traced along 
racialized and ethnicized identities, as well. Chevelle notes that she was immediately recognized 
as a new student because of her skirt length, but she also stood out as a BAD girl in her grade as 
all of the new students that year were BAD. Furthermore, Chevelle notes a tension in asking her 
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mother to hem her skirts because she was “very strict,” but her mother did acquiesce to support 
her integration into the school community. She describes her mother’s conflicted feelings as 
stemming from her cultural perspective of “even when they wore uniforms in Jamaica, like they 
had to wear it like underneath their knees, even though it was extremely hot there and stuff like 
that. But, like she did understand cause she also saw other students when I went to the school the 
first day.” Whereas skirts at Chamberlain could be worn above the knee, and typically no more 
than three inches above the knee according to my lived experience and a cursory survey of 
uniform descriptions on school websites, uniform etiquette in Jamaica dictated that skirts be 
worn below the knee. Nonetheless, Chevelle’s mother sought to resolve the cultural conflict by 
making a decision that was attentive to her daughter’s social-emotional needs.  
A second aspect of the internal culture at Chamberlain that Chevelle mentions is the 
practice of rolling the skirt higher at school, if it were hemmed or not. She states, “You roll your 
skirt like in the bathroom or something just to like wear them at school. And then when you go 
home, then you unroll it. That was another thing that like I also kind of did. Um, so that’s more 
of like the internal culture.” Chevelle admits that even after her mother had her skirts hemmed to 
above the knee, she proceeded to roll them at the waist to further shorten the length. One 
wonders what the desired length was. How many inches above the knee would be appropriate? 
And what was the underlying purpose of doing so? Chevelle does not offer a reason for 
shortening her skirt other than doing so would be enacting a hyperlocal literacy that would 
facilitate her participation in Chamberlain’s internal school culture. However, other participant 
narratives discuss a culture of dieting and preoccupation with being thin that offer another 
plausible motivation.  
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Aissatou describes an obsessive dieting culture at Highland, at which “half these kids had 
eating disorders, thought it was normal.” She also states that, “They all went on this diet called 
the PI diet, literally, where they all went to Paradise Island.” The “PI Diet” included months of 
extreme dieting and exercising to prepare one’s body for a trip to Paradise Island in the Bahamas 
during senior year. Jin et al. (2019) report that students from independent schools like Trinity, 
Ethical Culture Fieldston, Riverdale, and Horace Mann have booked their travel arrangements 
with GradCity, an agency specializing in high school and college spring break trips. While 
Aissatou describes dieting culture and an obsession with being slim in high school, True 
describes a culture of desirability in middle school at Wilson Day that includes having “thigh 
gaps.” Collectively, these two narratives endorse a perspective on wearing short skirts that can 
display one’s slim legs and highly yearned for “thigh gaps.” 
According to Chevelle, in addition to what she describes as the internal culture of the 
uniform skirt is the external culture of being identified with one’s school reputation and 
experiencing sexual harassment as a result of wearing the skirt. She notes that because there is a 
preponderance of all girl schools on the Upper East Side of Manhattan, the uniform skirt became 
the primary means of identifying students by the schools that they attended. According to 
Chevelle, Chamberlain did not have a reputation that made her proud: 
Um, so yeah, so then like also when, like I’d just be like walking around or—cause I, I 
took the train and stuff, um, I felt like people would kind of like know where I went to 
school and maybe judge me for that because also like Chamberlain kinda didn’t have like 
the best social reputation, um, and also wasn’t known as like one of the smarter schools, 
so, um, that was something that was like a bit more of the external stuff.  
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Chevelle reports that Chamberlain had a questionable “social reputation” among the other 
schools, which she elaborates on elsewhere in the interview. Another aspect of Chamberlain’s 
reputation that made her feel less proud was that students were viewed as less “smart” or 
academically capable than other schools. For these two reasons, Chevelle was wary of wearing 
her uniform skirt outside of the school building. Later in the interview, when asked what types of 
experiences made her feel bad or ashamed to have attended her school, Chevelle returns to the 
school’s reputation and offers a more detailed description of factors affecting this external rating: 
Um, but...[4 second pause] I don’t know. I do think the social rep of (audible exhale) I 
hate saying this word, but there was like this whole thing where, um, Chamberlain was 
referred to as Chambermaid or Chamberlaid—as in the place where you can find girls to 
“get laid.” Again, very, very sexist and…Yeah, and like that whole like nickname started 
like even before I started going there, like it was like a thing for, for years before. 
[Umhm] Um, but...yeah, sometimes that made me a little bit more ashamed when I would 
be interacting with people from other independent schools and like saying that I went 
there, um, because I feel like—yeah, I don’t know, it was very different to be in the 
internal and then like have like external people interacting with, with like your school and 
stuff. Um...yeah cause there’s just so much judgment there from like people you don’t 
even know.  
 
[Umhm] But like, again, like I also internalized that, and sometimes like if I like went to 
an event at a different school, again, like not trying to wear the yellow skirt, um, to be 
noticed in that way and stuff like that. So, I do feel like certain times, mainly when 
interacting with other independent schools, I wasn’t really proud [Umhm] because of 
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their reputation. And again, I know like, cause even like girls in my grade did it just cause 
like stupid stuff with certain, with like people, and like sometimes it became like gossip 
in a lot of different places, um...which like, I felt like, again, a little ashamed about, um... 
[Umhm] You know it didn’t matter if you weren’t there, like if you go to the school, like 
it still gets associated with you. [Umhm] 
This narrative extract was a pivotal moment in the interview, in which Chevelle described the 
strongly-held and complex emotions associated with her feelings about being a Chamberlain 
student. These emotions are muddled and appear structurally in the initial long pause at the start 
of her response and shorter pauses throughout. While Chevelle acknowledges that judging young 
women according to their sexual expression is sexist, she nonetheless felt ashamed of being 
associated with the school and strived to disassociate herself from the judgment of others in the  
independent school community.  
 
Middle School and Multiple Privileges  
 In addition to her in depth analysis of the uniform skirt, Chevelle offers another portrait 
of Chamberlain’s school culture that is highly influenced by privilege and social class. 
Moreover, she analyzes the mechanisms by which wealth and privilege are uniquely accentuated 
in the middle years. She states, “I think that it’s just extremely—cause it’s like the cusp of like 
being like an independent teenager, so there’s also—but then there's also like the privilege aspect 
of it.” In developing their newfound independence, it was common for youth in seventh grade 
would acquire fake IDs and attend bars, engaging in underage drinking, or some parents would 
purchase alcohol for their children to consume. According to Chevelle, the culture was “strange” 
to her, and while she anticipated being in a majority White environment, she did not anticipate 
164 
 
the differences related privilege. One aspect of the privileged social culture that was highlighted 
in middle school was the “bat mitzvah” culture of Jewish students: “It was like the bat mitzvah 
culture. Cause those were like the bat mitzvah years of everyone throwing very extravagant, um, 
bat mitzvahs.” Hebrew for “daughter of commandment,” a bat mitzvah is a coming of age 
ceremony that Jewish girls undergo at the age of twelve, granting her the privileges and 
responsibilities of a Jewish adult. While these initiations into adulthood happened formally for 
Jewish students at Chamberlain, Chevelle implies that students of all faith traditions began to 
seek out and experience the multiple privileges of increased independence, responsibilities, and 
access to family wealth.   
 
Chamberlain “Charity Case” 
 Chevelle’s reflections on her transition to middle school at Chamberlain reveal that 
students held ideologies of race, geography, and economic class that were co-constitutive. More 
distinctly than any other participants, Chevelle disentangles White racial privilege from social 
class, noting stark differences in social capital between her predominantly White, public middle 
school in Brooklyn and Chamberlain. Of the school that she attended in middle school, she 
states: 
Um, and yeah, like—yeah, it was a lil-a bit majority White there, too, but I still think the 
class aspect was really big. Um, like I was with like majority White first generation 
immigrants, like Eastern European immigrants at my school in, in Brooklyn. And, yeah, 
like these were, um, at Chamberlain these were like students who were the daughters of 
CEOs and like CFOs and...Yeah, I was like, I didn’t actually, like, it didn’t really click 
with me like—cause people didn’t really talk about their parents, but then it was just like 
165 
 
because everybody kind of thought everyone’s families were very rich and stuff like that. 
So, at first people kind of—and then because they were all from the same areas, as well, 
um, so that was also what created like social bonds. 
Chevelle observes that class mediated her experience at the predominantly White public middle 
school that she attended in Brooklyn. While she does not specify directly, she implies that 
students who were first generation immigrants from Eastern Europe were from lower income 
backgrounds with less social capital than the White students who attended Chamberlain and were 
“daughters of CEOs.” She goes on to state that “everybody kind of thought” that Chamberlain 
families were “very rich” and that living in the same neighborhoods created “social bonds.” In 
her description, Chevelle explains a school habitus comprised of children with access to wealth 
and managerial professions in their homes and friendships groups developed from peers with the 
same types of resources, creating a shared norm of Whiteness, wealth, and geographic biases.  
According to Chevelle, residential segregation was the biggest factor that separated her 
from her peers, stating, “the biggest thing that was like so fascinating for people was the fact that 
I lived in Brooklyn, [Umhm] was the fact that I was from Brooklyn, and some people had never 
taken the train…And they were just like, ‘Wow, like you took the train, you live in Brooklyn. 
Like, are there like shootings there like every night and stuff like that?’” Youth had developed 
ideologies about safety that the subway system and entire boroughs outside of Manhattan were 
dangerous. That they associated risk and danger with travelling to an outer borough but not with 
underage drinking or attending adult bars is significant. Their assessment of danger was more 
influenced by discourses of otherness, that are racialized if one considers that demographics of 
Brooklyn overall compared to the Upper East Side of Manhattan, than by consuming controlled 
substances. In turn, their negative perceptions of people who took the train and who lived in 
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Brooklyn dictated their reception of Chevelle and other new students to their grade. Assumptions 
about class culminated in one incident that impacted Chevelle’s relationship with peers for the 
remainder of her tenure at Chamberlain.  
Chevelle shares a pivotal memory that she feels is indicative of her peers’ viewing 
friendship with her as means to show benevolence. She states, “And then I think, because I lived 
in Brooklyn, that may have indicated my class to certain people… and I kinda just realized this 
like in the past few months, as well, and like talking to some of my friends—that I was like kind 
of more of like a charity case.”  To illustrate this point, Chevelle shares an incident that occurred 
at the start of seventh grade in which she went spent the day with a classmate before attending a 
bat mitzvah later in the evening. After arriving at the young woman’s home, she showed 
Chevelle an array of clothing that she no longer wanted and invited her to take what she wanted. 
“I was just like, ‘Oh, this is nice.’ I didn't think anything of it,” Chevelle says. She did accept 
some items of clothing and brought them home; however, her mother insisted that she return 
them. It was after this experience that Chevelle began to gain critical consciousness of her new 
environment, stating: 
And I didn’t, I really didn’t think about it, like the fact that they were really viewing me 
as like a charity case, (laughing) and they wanted to give me their clothes and stuff like 
that. Um, well, I don’t know. I don’t know if it was for them like just trying to feel good 
about themselves, but like for me, I don't know. I never, I didn’t really didn’t think 
anything of it because I, again, I’d never been exposed to this environment. It was just 
exciting for me to be in like something so new, and like the classes were small, like it felt 
like a cozy school, like I was comfortable. Like they had comfortable chairs to sit on and 
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stuff like that in the library. So all of that was just like, I was very excited, so I wasn’t 
really looking into the very racist and classist things that were happening to me. 
Chevelle’s feelings about the incident are complicated. She was excited to be making friends but 
then disappointed to think that her peers may not have viewed her on equal footing. She admits 
that she was unsure of their motivation for offering their spare clothing, whereas her mom 
seemed to be more confident that the exchange was inappropriate. Chevelle does not state how 
her classmate responded to her gifts being returned, but one can imagine that she must have had 
a range of emotions, as well. It was apparent that she had been following a script, of extending 
generosity to those who were less fortunate. However, it is ideologies of race and class that led to 
the assumption that Chevelle was less fortunate and in need of clothing. Chevelle’s presence at 
school disrupted these preconceived notions that her classmate, and her classmate’s parents, may 
have held. There was no training or education to counter these narratives prior to Chevelle’s 
arrival, and both young women were left confused and embarrassed as a result. This initial 
encounter may have led to lasting division among the students.  
When asked about the clubs and sports teams that she was a part of, Chevelle describes 
her experience in one particular club during twelfth grade. She explains that although she had 
been an active member of the club throughout Upper School and enjoyed working with the 
faculty advisor who was “very kind,” “open,” and supportive of students of color at the school, 
other students began to undermine her progress once she acquired leadership positions, adding 
“The first girl that gave me the, the handouts of the clothes, like in my seventh, seventh grade, 
she was the [President] my senior year. And like, we just did not have a good relationship, like, 
cause she was just trying, even though like she wasn’t doing that much, she was like trying to 
like micromanage everyone.” Chevelle does not specify if she had any other unpleasant 
168 
 
interactions with this student throughout middle and high school, yet there is a theme of 
paternalistic behavior that contours their relationship in both seventh and twelfth grades. She 
recalls, “It was so frustrating, and it made me sad cause I was just like, I had to spend majority of 
my senior year, like working with someone that literally did not like respect me at all.”  
Chevelle overcame several challenges during her time at Chamberlain, both on campus 
and off, and these challenges mostly related to ideologies of race, gender, and class. Racialized 
narratives on femininity and competence colored her ability to socialize with peers. Additionally, 
racialized narratives about socioeconomic class created tensions with students who had been 
sheltered from racial and economic diversity in their intimate spaces. Her experiences with 
women of color teachers who served as mentors, teachers who implemented culturally sustaining 





CHAPTER EIGHT: KANDACE 
 
I interviewed Kandace Allen (pronounced Can-dis) in the summer of 2020 via Zoom 
video-conference. She responded to my social media posts advertising my dissertation study. 
Kandace uses she/her pronouns and identifies as a cisgender, bisexual woman. In the years 2013-
2018, she graduated from Sheldon Day School, a coeducational, non-denominational 
independent school located in Manhattan. Sheldon Day serves students in pre-K through Grade 
12, and after graduating from there, Kandace attended Bradley University, a private urban school 
in the Mideast region which U.S. News and World Report ranked in the top 70-75 among 
national universities during the year that she applied. She is a member of the Gifted and Talented 
Tenth PSP program. This chapter delves into the central themes of her interview, that included 
the broad spectrum of communities that is a member of, the intersections of racialized and 
gendered violence that BAD women experiences at Sheldon and beyond, the detrimental effects 
of coddling White male rage, and how the sexual objectification of young women played a 
deterministic role in their abilities to socialize with peers.  
 
Expansive Communities 
Kandace included the most expansive and intricate list of communities that she belongs 
to. When I first posed the question, she responded that is a member of Gifted & Talented Tenth, 
Sheldon Day, the Black community within Sheldon Day, “the liberal and open-minded people at 
Sheldon Day,” Bradley University, the Brooklyn community, and the New York City 
community. Afterwards, Kandace clarified with me to ensure that the question included her 
“identity.” She then included Black women, Black people, African American people, Afro 
Caribbean people, LGBT, the spectrum of bisexuality, the creative community, the tall woman 
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community, and the Jamaican community. The communities that are most important to her are 
Gifted and Talented Tenth, Black women, tall women, creative, New York, Brooklyn, and 
family. Kandace shows a depth of connectedness with others as she navigates the world, and she 
applies a singular usage of the term ‘African American.” 
By ‘African American,’ Kandace means “people of African descent who are living in 
America...And that definitely also includes a transatlantic slave…trade.” She is the only 
participant to identify with the term. In contrast, Chevelle use the term ‘Black American’ to 
indicates her racial identity and her nationality as a United States citizen. For her, ‘African 
American’ indicates an ethnic identity that is distinct from her own as Jamaican American or 
Caribbean American. The term African American signifies the same thing for Kandace as the 
term Black American does for Chevelle. Both women are first generation citizens with parents 
who were born in Jamaica; however, they each use a different set of terms to describe their 
racialized and ethnicized identities in the United States. Their responses give caution to the 
validity of demographic surveys with closed categories for race and ethnicity. BAD people 
exercise agency in their naming practices and how they continually position and reposition 
themselves in relation to United States racial logics. Sensitivity of perception and flexibility are 
needed when engaging with this diverse population.  
 
Race, Gender, and Misogynoir 
The intersectional marginalization of race and gender were magnified in Kandace’s 
narrative. Being a BAD woman who is tall and dark-skinned has placed Kandace in a position to 
suffer a degree of racialized and gendered abuse at Sheldon Day and beyond that did not surface 
with any other participant. With embodying several features that disrupt White supremacist 
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beauty ideals, her Black body was at once rendered hypervisible and invisible (Noble, 2015). As 
a result, Kandace describes several instances in which she and BAD women like her fight against 
what Moya Bailey calls misognynoir (Bailey, 2010).  The author explains: 
Misogynoir describes the co-constitutive, anti-Black, and misogynistic racism directed at 
Black women, particularly in visual and digital culture… It is the particular 
amalgamation of anti-Black racism and misogyny in popular media and culture that 
targets Black trans and cis women. Representational images contribute to negative 
societal perceptions about Black women, which can precipitate racist gendered violence 
that harms health and can even result in death. (Bailey, 2016, p. 2-3)  
Anti-Black vitriol in popular culture is gendered, and the particular hatred reserved for BAD 
trans- and cisgender women is misogynoir. The hypervisibility of young BAD women in 
independent schools makes them especially vulnerable to experiencing misogynoir, and Kandace 
reflects on the interplay between gender, sexual identity, and race in her experience.  
Minutes after the interview commenced, Kandace draws a link between the treatment of 
tall women, misogynoir, and transphobia. She explains that because tallness is a trait that is 
gendered as masculine, and shortness is gendered as feminine, she experienced bullying from 
men who feel threatened by her height. “And I think that specifically growing up for me, and 
speaking from my experience, a lot of the negativity and bullying I would get for my height 
came from men,” she said. “And I think that tall women specifically trigger something in 
insecure men, especially short men that threatens their masculinity and threatens their manlihood 
[sic].” Kandace refers to the gender/sex binary ideology, a belief that there are only two sexes, 
that these sexes are in opposition to each other, and that gender variation can be mapped onto the 
bodies of these two sexes (Hyde et al., 2019).  Binary ideologies of sex and gender erase the 
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experiences of intersex and transgender people and denies them rights afforded to those who are 
cisgender. For cisgender, heterosexual men, tall women “threaten their masculinity” because 
they disrupt the binary model in which their identities are rooted and from which they derive cis-
hetero and male privileges.  
Kandace furthers explains how tall women and trans women disrupt binary logics that 
benefit cisgender men, which can lead to misogynistic and transphobic discursive violence such 
as “clocking.” She stated, “And I also think that there’s a lot of, um, I would say even talking 
about like transphobia, for example. Like a lot of when it comes to the masculinization of 
women, for example, that can be seen with like Serena Williams…And it also comes from 
transphobia where people kind of just, when you are transphobic, you have this deep set of, I 
guess, rooted hate for people who are trans.” According to Kandace, the misogynoir that Serena 
Williams has experienced throughout her career, and heightening after she gave birth to her first 
child and returned to the tennis circuit, is reinforced by transphobia. In linking misogynoir and 
transphobia to the same source of the gender/sex binary, her analysis aligns with scholars like 
Moya Bailey who applies a reading of misogynoir to the treatment of the intersex South African 
track and field star Caster Semenya (2016).  Kandace deepens her gender theorizing by 
describing the act of “clocking” trans women:  
Yeah, I just think that, for example, a lot of—when people hate trans women, they see 
something, for example, when people “clock” trans women, they see, for example, if a 
woman who is trans was not fully transitioned enough to society, society’s standards of 
looking like a woman, people can necessarily “clock” her, which means that they can see 
that that woman is trans. And I think that those features that people find out in trans 
women such as maybe, um, sharp facial features or, um, big arms or muscular or toned 
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or, um, a big nose or something like that, people kind of see those features as something 
that’s masculine, and body hair and things like that. So when people also see those 
features on women, and it’s not necessarily something that people see as feminine, they 
kind of—I think that that’s when transphobia also kind of leaks into, um, this kind of like, 
I guess, bias against tall women that some people may have in terms of seeing them as 
less than a woman because of their height. 
The idea of “clocking” transwomen originates in the same logics of policing cisgender women’s 
bodies. Essentializing notions of sex and gender depend on members of a society enforcing these 
boundaries and punishing those who deviate from them. Moreover, variations in physical 
characteristics that are also racialized create added risk of punishment and harassment for BAD 
people like Serena Williams and Caster Semenya.  
 
White Male Rage: Mr. Lombardo and Samuel 
Kandace shares two incidents at Sheldon Day in which White males engaged with her in 
a violent, threatening manner, and no one intervened. The first involved a man who was her 
homeroom teacher and one of her math teachers, Mr. Lombardo, whom she described as having 
a “really bad temper” and whom “would always yell at students.” During a class session when 
several students were disengaged and off task, Kandace said, “And so I decided to take out my 
lotion and moisturize my hands like any Black person would when they’re ashy. And he got 
mad, and he took my bottle of lotion and threw it across the room.” Here, Kandace describes a 
context in which many students are off task, yet it is unclear from the narrative what the 
consequences for those students were or even what they were doing. While it is understandable 
how her taking out lotion could be triggering to an already frustrated teacher, throwing a child’s 
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personal belongings across the room is extreme and an indication of rage. According to Kandace, 
she often had similar incidents like this with him, and he often would “be throwing temper 
tantrums like a child, but no one from the school ever really checked him despite me like 
complaining and saying, this is what he did.” The use of the phrase “temper tantrums” indicates 
how the teacher lacks emotional control, and never receives consequences for his behavior, thus  
adultifying Kandace in the process. By refusing to censure this teacher, school administrators at 
Sheldon were, in fact, infantilizing him and enabling the unfettered expression of White male 
rage. When asked if there were memories that particularly stood out during her time at Sheldon, 
Kandace again recounts a high school incident involving White male rage.  
She recalls a time when she and another student, Samuel, were discussing White 
privilege and economic privilege during a class meeting. During the class, Kandace stated that 
many students at Sheldon have socioeconomic privilege, to which Samuel disagreed. She stated, 
“And he got really upset at me and was like, ‘No, I don’t have privilege. We don’t have 
privilege. I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ And I guess, because he was kind of like one 
of those dorky, outlier White kids, he felt as though he was a little bit different. But I was like, so 
no in the same, you guys still go to the same Upper West Side mansions and houses and condos.” 
In this first part of the narrative, it seems that Kandace and Samuel have different perceptions of 
wealth. To Kandace, the fact that students attended a NYCIS and lived in some of its wealthiest 
zip codes were clear indications of socioeconomic privilege. For example, in 2018, the Upper 
West Side neighborhood had a median household income of $123,840, which was 91% more 
than the citywide median household income of $64,850 (NYU Furman Center). Meanwhile, the 
poverty rate in the Upper West Side was 8.5%, less than half of the 17.3% citywide rate (NYU 
Furman Center).  
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Although Kandace had been discussing both White privilege and socioeconomic 
privilege, she indicates that she did not conflate the two concepts but was still met with 
vehement disagreement. She recollects, “Like I can understand, okay, maybe you don’t want to 
accept your White privilege, but you must understand that you have socioeconomic privilege 
[Umhm] just by being who you are, and especially in New York City, like it’s such a stark 
comparison to see homeless people on the train as these White people go to their Wall street 
offices.” The inability of her classmate Samuel to accept that most students at Sheldon enjoyed 
socioeconomic privilege, regardless of race, is telling. In his ethnography of high school students 
at St. Paul’s boarding school, Khan (2011) explores how elite independent schools are incubators 
of certain discourses that groom adolescents for power. Building on Judith Butler’s gender 
performance theory, he writes: 
Being an elite is not a mere possession or something ‘within’ an actor (skills, talents, and 
human capital); it is an embodied performative act enabled by both possessions and the 
inscriptions that accompany experiences within elite institutions (schools, clubs, families, 
networks, etc.). Our bodily tastes, dispositions, and tendencies are not simply something 
we’re born with; they are things that are produced through our experiences in the world. 
(Khan, 2011, p. 136) 
Socialization into elite schooling environments is a socialization into discrete discourses of 
power and privilege. In addition, this socialization occurs in communities that tend to be racially 
and socioeconomically homogenous, thereby rendering ideologies of race and class 
unquestioned. If Samuel shares the typical upbringing of students at elite schools, he has not 
been afforded much exposure to social realities that might disrupt his thinking. From his 
perspective, he may know of other families who harness exorbitant wealth that surpasses his 
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family’s, so he may genuinely believe that he is not privileged. Or, despite having wealth, his 
parents may work long hours or make other sacrifices to sustain their quality of life living in 
New York City. Long working hours and limited leisure time might equate to lacking 
socioeconomic privilege in his mind, all the while unaware of vastly different struggles that low-
income and impoverished families endure. In short, while Samuel’s lack of knowledge seemed 
disingenuous to Kandace, his socialization as an elite makes it plausible. While the argument 
began over disagreements of White privilege and socioeconomic privilege, as it ensued, these 
and other types of privilege began to surface.  
 Kandace describes a scene in which White male rage and privilege were on heightened 
display. Whereas they both may have engaged in passionate argumentation where voices are 
raised, she states that Samuel at some point escalated the conflict and positioned himself over 
her, screaming in her face: “And he was like this tiny kid and just getting really upset and like 
standing up and just like, do you know like, just yelling at me and like screaming at me. And I’m 
also like, okay, first of all, if anyone should be upset here, it should be me. But then also, which 
is like, again, like look at your privilege. Like you have the privilege to sit here and get all red 
faced and scream at me.” Samuel had the privilege of exhibiting strong emotions and hostile 
behavior in a classroom (standing up, getting close to her face) without being reprimanded. In 
contrast, Kandace shared how BAD students would often be singled out for being too loud 
during lunch in the cafeteria filled with mostly White teenagers. From Kandace’s perspective, 
BAD students are closely surveilled at all times, but teachers take a laissez faire approach with 
White students who merit disciplinary action. The lack of consequences for White students led to 
Kandace’s being emotionally and psychologically harmed. She stated, “So, I just remember his 
reaction and that argument, but I also remember the lack of like response or anyone around to 
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really like—cause I kind of felt a little scared in that moment. I’m just kind of like, he’s really 
upset and like, he’s really like screaming at me and no one is like sitting here to like low key 
protect me or stand up for me.” She reports feeling terrified of his yelling at her and also of 
having to defend herself alone if things escalated any further. Her fears must have been 
heightened by her past experiences at Sheldon Day with male students harassing young women 
without consequence.  
 
Sexual Expression: Desirability and Harassment 
 Throughout Kandace’s interview, she often mentioned instances that involve how 
students at Sheldon navigated their sexual expression. She has several memories of classmates 
engaging in racist and sexist ideologies that particularly harmed BAD girls at the school. 
Kandace delineates a sexual culture at Sheldon that is stratified by race, sex, and gender. 
Ideologies of race, specifically, determined one’s desirability among peers and subsequent 
treatment even in non-sexual, aromantic social contexts.  
 Overall, Kandace shares that BAD girls were treated worse than BAD boys at Sheldon. 
When she entered the school as a new student, she noticed that she struggled to socialize with 
White students in ways that new students who were BAD males did not. She stated, “although I 
kind of fit in with the Black girls, it was kind of hard for me to mingle with the rest of the White 
kids, which was the majority of the school. But I remember how Lewis came into this school, 
and he was like welcomed with open arms by all the White kids. And like, they really loved him, 
and they were all over him, and he was instantly like going out and hanging out with them and 
making friends.” Peer group segregation occurs across schools of varying demographics, but in 
NYCIS, minoritized youth may experience a forced segregation if they struggle to acclimate to 
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the wider student body. From the start, Kandace’s sphere of socialization was limited to BAD 
girls; however, her BAD male classmate Lewis was embraced (“they really loved him, and they 
were all over him”). The connection between desirability and opportunities to socialize in 
general are illuminated in the next example.  
  When asked about people or activities that made her feel excluded at school, Kandace 
responded it was common for classmates to host parties in which most of the White students in 
her grade were invited but only a few of the BAD students who were deemed “cool.” This group 
of BAD students invariably consisted of all of the BAD boys and some of the BAD girls. 
Kandace shared, “And so it was kind of like, I felt kind of excluded in that way because I knew 
that they wouldn’t really invite the Black girls. And if they did, they’d invite the Black girls that 
they thought were ‘pretty.’ So, um, yeah cause there was also a lot of that like in our grade. Like 
there were some White kids who were saying that like, ‘Oh, like this girl’s a pretty Black girl, 
but this one isn’t,’ and things like that.” These excerpts show that sexual attractiveness played a 
large role in determining the popularity of young women at Sheldon Day and their abilities to 
freely socialize with their peers. In this manner, the presence of young women are valued by 
their physical appearance over their intellect, character, or other social traits, reinforcing sexist 
ideologies that objectify and dehumanize women.  
 A culture of objectifying young women at Sheldon Day is epitomized in the enabling of a 
male student who sexually harassed classmates for years. According to Kandace, “there was a 
whole sexual predator in our high school class who would constantly message girls and make 
them feel uncomfortable. And the school knew about it for years and did nothing about it 
because this kid had money and privilege.” Apparently, there was a White male student who sent 
sexually provocative text messages and messages on social media to all of the young women in 
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Kandace’s class. This large-scale sexual harassment continued for several years, and she believes 
that race and socioeconomic privilege allowed him to persist. However, it is important to note 
that if he sent the messages to all young women, regardless of racialized identity, then he was 
also enacting male privilege, as well, as most of the young women in the grade were White.  
Kandace recalls further: 
And especially when it came to like the sexual predator that was in our class, the school 
knew about his actions. He was suspended multiple times. They even literally gave him a 
chance. They were like, if you bother one more girl, we have no option but to kick you 
out, and he still failed. [Hmm] So like the fact that they protected him for so long, he’s 
literally at [a private university in the Northeast that US News and World Report ranks in 
the top 50-60 among national universities] now with internships and doing stuff, and I’m 
just like, your parents had the privilege and the money to protect you. 
The Sheldon administration and the young man’s family provided multiple safety nets for his 
maladaptive behavior. At the same time, young women were left to be targets of his harassment 
over the course of several years. A school environment that minimizes and fails to punish any 
repeated sexual violence against young women is extremely dangerous and not conducive to 
learning. One wonders if the young women told their parents what was occurring, or if they were 
shamed into silence by an unresponsive administration. And if female students did confide in 
their parents, what steps did they take to defend their daughters? If it is the case that neither 
parents nor school officials had the power to safeguard these young women, then the school 
culture had effectively established a psychological blueprint for them to doubt their self-worth, to 
develop a negative self-concept, to distrust young men, to distrust their own agency, and to enter 
abusive relationships.  
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 Issues of race, sex, gender, and socioeconomic class were prevalent throughout 
Kandace’s interview. She eloquently conveyed the intersectional experience of being Black, 
female, and low-income in a NYCIS and how ideologies of race, sex, and gender are co-
constituted. One can say that her overall experience at Sheldon Day was stressful and unpleasant, 
though she did express appreciation for the artistic opportunities that she was granted, namely 
dance and visual art. She also developed close relationships with women of color faculty and 
staff members whom she counts as mentors to this day. I discuss more of Kandace’s experience 




CHAPTER NINE: JONATHAN 
 
Jonathan Kwarteng is currently within his sophomore to senior year at The Lewiston 
School and uses he/him pronouns. He is a member of the Gifted & Talented Tenth (GTT) PSP 
program. Lewiston is a non-denominational, all boys school serving students in Kindergarten 
through Grade 12. It is located in the borough of Manhattan. After he responded to my 
recruitment calls on Instagram, I interviewed Jonathan in the fall of 2020 via Zoom video-
conference. Figure 8 is an anonymized version of his Semiotic Shape of You Visual Collage that 
he completed before the interview.  
This chapter is organized in two parts. In the first part, I present Jonathan’s Visual 
Collage and his excerpted descriptions of the collage that I elicited during the interview. In the 
second part of the chapter, I analyze the central themes that surfaced during Jonathan’s 
interview. These include the importance of the hyperlocal landscape in centering his identity, 
burgeoning racial consciousness in relation to first generation ethnic identity, negotiating the 
multivalent aspects of Lewiston School culture, and his ability to redirect negative emotions of 
fear and doubt into pride as a coping strategy. Compared to other participants, this chapter 
provides the fullest account of Jonathan’s experience at Lewiston. In Chapter 12, I discuss 










“So that’s the, um, the Ghana flag. Um, I’m from Ghana, West Africa. My parents immigrated 
over twenty years ago. Um, and I was born here, but, um, it’s something that I take a lot of 
pride in just because it’s, um, uh, it’s something that connects me both to my parents and to, uh, 
like where they come from. Um, and it’s just helped me become part of like a larger community 
of sort of Ghanaian Americans, uh, in the US. Uh, so the top right there, um, it’s just a picture 
of a church I found. Um, and that’s just meant to represent, um, my religious beliefs. Um, I’m a 
Christian. I’ve been raised a Christian, uh, since I was a child. Um, it’s, uh, been a part of me. 
And I think that it’s helped me in terms of how, uh, I’ve shaped my own moral compass in 
terms of my own decision making and the way that I interact with others. Um, I think a lot of 
that comes from the Christian values that I was taught as a kid.  
 
“Um, and I think I can talk about the Yankee stadium picture and the train station picture 
together. Um, those are both, uh, two, uh, two locations in the Bronx. Uh, Yankee stadium, um, 
is just somewhere that I always passed by as a kid. Um, it’s something that I have like a few 
distinct memories of, even though the stadium was, um, only built, like, uh, it’s like fairly 
recent. Um, it’s still something that I remember like growing up with, um, and just sort of 
idolizing in a way. And then that train station is a few blocks away from the apartment that I 
grew up in. Um, it’s how I got to school every day. It’s how I got to the library. It’s how I got to 
doctor’s appointments, things like that. It’s just something that has always stuck with me. Um, 
and it’s also just part of my identity as a New Yorker. Um, like this being the place that I grew 
up, the train is something that I use pretty often. Um, and, uh, with it being like so close to my 
house, it’s just like a mode of transportation that I find pretty convenient. 
 
“Um, so then there’s the, um, the Ghana men’s national soccer team, um, that I think harkens 
back to the point about, uh, ancestry that I made. Um, that is something that I find that helps me 
connect with others, um, around me in terms of just having a sort of national pride. Um, and 
then also, um, just having someone to root for, having something to back. Um, it’s given me 
like a growing up, looking up at like these players, like watching them play in tournaments like 
the World Cup or like the African combinations. It gave me, uh, people to like look up to, 





The New York City context is a significant influence on Jonathan’s identity. His focus on 
the physical landscape is especially noteworthy. Of the seven images in his collage, Jonathan 
includes three pictures of hyperlocal aedificia: Yankee stadium and the Tremont Avenue subway 
station in the Bronx, and the Lewiston school building in Manhattan. Of the subway station, he 
says that is convenient mode of transportation, and it is “something that has always stuck with 
“Um, and then sort of the bottom middle picture is the badge of Liverpool, which is my favorite 
soccer team. Um, I think the, um, the little quote above the logo saying “You'll never walk 
alone” is something that has sort of stuck with me for a while. Um, that sort of sense of 
community that the—being a fan of the team has brought me, uh, not just in being a fan of the 
team itself, but sort of being able to talk to others about like the sport I love. Um, I think like 
that’s one of the biggest things that helped me sort of fit in when I first got to Lewiston, 
because it gave me a lot of talking points. It gave me like, uh, things to sort of like make 
conversation about like come in over a weekend and ask people like if they watched the game, 
things like that. Um, and it just brings back a lot of really good memories. Um, and I was also 
able to see them play at Yankee stadium over the past summer. So, that’s something that 
connected for me. 
 
“Um, and then the bottom right picture is my school, Lewiston. Um, but I wanted to put down 
the building itself just because I think as a Lewiston kid, um, and it’s something that you'll find 
for most Lewiston kids, there's a lot of pride in the school, um, and sort of like the sense of 
community that surrounds it. Um, like I feel like if you ask anyone who goes to Lewiston, 
what’s the one thing that, like, uh, one word that you use to describe it? They definitely say 
something like ‘brotherhood’ or ‘camaraderie.’ Um, and I think I felt really welcomed, um, in 
terms of how I was accepted, like being a new kid entering in seventh grade. That sort of, um, 
ability to just pull people in and make them feel like they belong, um, it’s something that I—it’s 
something that really stuck with me.” 
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me. Um, and it’s just part of my identity as a New Yorker.” He mentioned in his description of 
the collage that he idolized Yankee stadium. Later in the interview, I asked him to clarify his 
response. He stated: 
I think like, in terms of like the history that’s behind, not just the stadium, but like the 
team, um, in terms of like having pride in New York, um, and sort of having something 
that grounds you, um, like being from this city. Like Yankee stadium, it’s a pretty big 
building. Like I’ve, um, I’ve only been like a few times, but like, it’s something that 
always stands out. Like whenever I’m walking past it, it’s always visible. Like I can be 
on the four train and like it’ll pass right by. And some days like, I’ll see a game going on 
inside this stadium in passing. Um, and I think, uh, the reason why I say I idolize it, it is 
just because of like a lot of like the history behind it in terms of like how it connects to, 
uh, New York itself. 
For Jonathan, Yankee stadium is important for both its expansive physical size, and being a 
monument that “grounds you” in “being from this city,” but also because of the legacy of 
excellence that it signifies. The concept of groundedness here is salient here, bringing to mind a 
familiar resting place from the incessant movements and unpredictability of New York City 
living. Amidst the transience of city life and a childhood marked by changing schools and long, 
daily treks out of one’s neighborhood, Yankee stadium seems to represent stability, a “welcome 





Race Consciousness and Immigrant Ethnicity   
When asked what communities, he is a member of, Jonathan responded: teenager, son, 
brother, friend, Black male, student, athlete, first generation American, Ghanaian, and Christian. 
He said that religion, family, and his Ghanaian ancestry are most important to him. Jonathan 
identifies racially as a Black male and ethnically as Ghanaian or Ghanaian American. For him, 
Black identity is defined by having a shared racialized experience in the United States of being 
oppressed and under surveillance. He said, “I think being Black, especially like in America is 
being constantly under pressure like at this time, um constantly like under pressure to succeed, 
um, under pressure to achieve, um, and under pressure to, uh, to like, there’s, there’s no, there’s 
no real room to fail. There’s no real room to mess up. You can’t really make a mistake.” 
Jonathan describes Blackness as a state of “being constantly under pressure” and having “no real 
room to fail.” His characterization of Black identity is primarily based on the external 
perspective of United States’ racial categorizations. He shares that his racial consciousness was 
not immediate but developed over time: 
Um, I think sort of growing up, my identity as a Black male wasn’t really recognized. I 
more so thought of myself, um, like as an African, and in that, like I sort of, in my head 
like, it was sort of separated in terms of like the fact that, um, I wasn’t actually like a 
Black American. I wasn’t someone who was, um, whose parents were sort of born here 
and like, uh, like made their lives here…But I think as I grew up, I started to see a lot of 
similarities in the way we’re treated. Um, and in a lot of like our goals and aspirations, 
um. And a lot of that like goes back to just trying to, um, trying to like find a way to 
succeed…Um, and I think I was able to find a lot of common ground with others, uh, 
Black people who shared a lot of like the same experiences. Um, and then when I talk 
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about like the way we’re treated, um, when I like didn’t really see, when I’d say, like, I 
didn’t really see myself as a Black, uh, like part of the Black community, um, that sort of 
changed when I started to understand that like, regardless of ethnicity, um, nationality, 
um, immigration status, especially in America, the, like those sort of things kind of 
disappear. And it just ends up being about like the color of your skin, and it’s something 
that like really unites us. And it’s something that really like drew me towards 
understanding like what it’s like to be a Black person in America. 
Jonathan shares that he did not feel that he was a member of the Black community because he 
did not see any commonalities between him, an African, and Black Americans. Based on this 
assertion, he seems to have been using the term ‘Black’ as a marker of ethnic identity, which is 
in line with both Black and African American being used interchangeably in the United States.  
Jonathan’s Black consciousness as a young person was influenced by his experiences of racism 
at Lewiston. Neither here nor throughout the interview does Jonathan express a sense of shared 
cultural identity with Black Americans, but his sense of racialized kinship extended beyond 
oppressive treatment to learning to take pride in phenotypical traits of the Black body, such as 
the politics of growing out and wearing his naturally coily hair at school.  
 
Racial and Classed Polarities of Lewiston School Culture 
As previously stated, Jonathan portrays Lewiston as having a strong collegial culture, but 
his feelings about the extent of the school’s congeniality are ambivalent. First, this sense 
collegiality and “brotherhood” is welcoming in supporting group cohesion and school pride; 
however, it can also foster heteronormative, male privilege that is harmful to women. Second, 
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some gaps in social inclusion fall along racial and class lines, with BAD students in particular 
experiencing frequent microaggressions. As I coded the interview transcripts and my notes from 
the session, it occurred to me that Jonathan offers parallel narratives of Lewiston that I would 
need to interrogate. At the start of the interview, his leading narrative was about the universal 
camaraderie of students and their being welcoming. As the interview progressed, he shared more 
stories of social exclusion and ended with a statement about practicing self-care amidst fighting 
for social change.  
The multivalent aspects of Lewiston school culture surface when Jonathan discusses the 
recurring stories of sexual assault by classmates. Over the past year, young women have 
publicized their experiences with sexual harassment and assault on social media. “It’s something 
that sort of precedes us,” he said, “with that, like this, um, this sort of idea that like being around 
like Lewiston guys isn’t safe at times.” He described an atmosphere of being carefree, and 
having freedom without limits has caused harm other people. The lack of consequences imposed 
by school officials for off campus behavior and the lack of accountability from peers fosters 
irresponsible behavior. Jonathan summarized it as, “Like at the end of the day, it’s always like, 
Oh, well, no one’s, no one’s gonna say anything. No, one’s gonna snitch. Like nothing will 
happen about it.”  
Jonathan’s account describes how Lewiston promotes a culture of heteronormativity and 
male privilege. He said, “Um, if there’s one thing that I can like say about Lewiston, there’s a 
real like ‘boys will be boys’ mentality. Um, in terms of like, there is, um, a lack of, uh, 
consequence when it comes to a lot of these things that happen like outside of school, and it’s 
sort of expected that a lot of the things will happen.” According to Jonathan’s description, 
Lewiston culture frames young men’s overall behavior and specifically sexual behavior with 
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young women as natural, or innate, even implying that discrepancies around issues of consent are 
“expected.” Essentializing gendered performances and heterosexual desire in young men creates 
an environment that is dangerous for cisgendered heterosexual women and LGBTQIA members, 
as well. The environment is upheld by a code of silence that many Lewiston students grapple 
with. Jonathan explains: 
You’re not supposed to like let these things get out, because like, ‘Oh, like these are your 
brothers. Like, these are people that like, you’re standing by, like you go to school with 
these people. There’s no way that you can like, um, sort of give them up in that way.’ 
Um, and it’s like, at times, like for me, it hasn’t created any crisis, but like I’ve seen it 
with other people in terms of like, it like tearing like two fibers of their identity, um, sort 
of like their loyalty to Lewiston and like their just, uh, their morals as a human being.  
The effects of a sexist, heteronormative school culture at Lewiston are catastrophic. Young 
women who socialize with Lewiston students experience and are at increased risk of sexual 
violence. Young people at Lewiston are marked with a reputation for being sexual predators, and 
those who want to challenge the toxic culture struggle with an extreme moral dilemma that splits 
“two fibers of their identity.” 
When asked what he wished teachers and students would do differently, Jonathan wanted 
both groups to be more conscientious. He said that teachers could be more understanding of 
challenging workloads and the stress that students experienced and hoped that there could be 
more of an “open process” to provide feedback to teachers. For his peers, he would like for them 




I would hope, or I would hope that they change in terms of, um, sort of seeing people like 
me and people who look like me as a real part of the community. Um, and I think I say 
that because like, for me, I’m a new kid. Like, no matter like how long I’ll be at the 
school, like, I’ll always be seen as a new kid. But one thing that was hard to see was like 
the kids, the other, like Black kids who had been there since kindergarten [Umhm] also 
sort of face the same, um, not being like shut out, but like—and I think one thing I need 
to say is like, it’s never really overtly racist, and it’s never really like overtly prejudice, 
but it’s a lot of like side eyes when you walk through the door, it’s a lot of like security 
like looking you up and down, things like that, that, like, I think that, um, our friends 
need to understand that happens and also try to sort of just foster like a feeling of, um, 
acceptance. 
Jonathan laments that BAD students who had attended Lewiston since kindergarten, commonly 
known as ‘lifers’ across independent school cultures, did not seem to be fully integrated into the 
school community. He specifies that “overt” racism and prejudice is not common at Lewiston, 
but BAD students are viewed as outsiders when they enter the building and are surveilled by 
security guards. Although these are actions by security guards at the school and not 
administrators or teachers, Jonathan wants his peers to be “aware” of what is happening and to 
do their part to mitigate these experiences. The hyper surveillance and criminalization of BAD 
people at Lewiston is not limited to students. It also applies to BAD adults who enter the 
building.  
In one vivid example of racial microaggressions, Jonathan recalls his father’s being 
stopped by security guards despite having a parent ID card while other White parents showed 
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their IDs and were not stopped. He shares how his father attempted to challenge the treatment 
that he was receiving: 
Um, and he’s like trying to say like, ‘Well, I have my parent ID and like my son goes 
here. Uh, like you should know him by now.’ And like, as he’s doing that, there’s like 
more White parents who were like passing behind him and like getting into the school. 
So, he’s asking the question, like, ‘Why is it that I’m being stopped [Umhm] and some of 
these other parents are just given the liberty to like keep walking?’  
After sharing this memory about his father, Jonathan stated that he had forgotten the memory 
until recently and contemplates how he never had an in-depth conversation about what his father 
had been feeling at the time or how this may have colored his perception about Lewiston. In 
addition, he said, “Like even to this day, like I see that same security guard who did it, and like, I 
just, I don’t really understand.” Jonathan’s and his father’s experience with the school security 
guards reveal the need for an ecological model of diversity, equity, and inclusion that addresses 
deep structural issues of racism in independent schools and that move beyond teachers and 
administrators, involving parents, neighbors, security guards in residential buildings, and school 
security guards.   
Jonathan’s storying of polarities in Lewiston school culture were rendered separately, and 
one perspective rarely informed the other to critically analyze an event. Importantly, the one time 
that the alternate narratives did converge is when he spoke of how the community responds to 
sexual assault allegations. The parallel manner in which the narratives unfolded is perhaps an 
indication that Jonathan is fairly recently gaining consciousness about systems of 




Unfair Treatment versus Unfair Situation 
When discussing experiences that are inequitable at Lewiston, Jonathan often applies a 
framing of unfair treatment versus unfair situation. While unfair treatment is rare and refers to 
individual behaviors, unfair situations seem to reference structural inequities that can not be 
traced to individual actors. Regarding unfair treatment, Jonathan stated, “Yeah, um, I think sort 
of personally, um, there’s never been like any real sort of unfair treatment for me… But I have 
seen before, like, um, like, uh, unfair treatment for, um, a lot of kids and like, not just like Black 
kids, but just kids in general in my grade. Um, uh, sort of like unfair treatment when it comes to 
like, uh, being believed about certain things, like whether something’s happened.” 
 From his perspective, issues that arise at Lewiston more often involve an unfair situation. 
In one example, Jonathan discloses how two students of color left the school because their 
commute was too long (“an hour, an hour and a half”).  He said, “I wouldn’t say that it was 
really like unfair treatment, but it was an unfair situation to them. Um, definitely. Um, and it’s 
like, I sort of saw it, like push them away.” When I asked him to clarify what he meant by 
“unfair situation,” Jonathan offers the following: 
…Well, like a lot of it is just like, not really socioeconomic status, but, um, just sort of 
where you’re from. A lot of Lewiston kids, like they [live close to the school]. Like going 
to school isn’t really like something that’s a like a great journey for them, but like kids 
like us, like going to school is like getting up at 5:30, 6:00 AM, getting on a bus, um, like 
trying to not like sleep and miss your stop. Um, like, um, a lot of things like that, that like 
other kids just don’t really face and don’t really understand. And I don’t think it’s—like, 
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I think when I say it’s unfair, it’s just in that, like, it sort of takes away from our 
educational experience more than it would another kid who has like, uh, like a five 
minute, 10 minute commute. 
For Jonathan, the unfair situation lies more in residential segregation than socioeconomic status. 
Numerous scholars have studied racism as a driving force of residential segregation and 
subsequent school segregation (Denton, 1995; Emerson et al., 2001; Rivkin, 1994). Yet, it is 
important to understand why he might disentangle the two. An additional clue to better 
understanding his perspective on unfair situations can be found in his answers to questions posed 
at the end of the interview.  
 Two things that Jonathan would change about his experiences at school are to live closer 
and to have a bigger school building. Living closer would allow him to socialize more with his 
peers after school. He said, “I do find that like there are times when like, I can’t really, um, go 
out and like meet friends because like, well, if I tell like—like, um, it’s like, if you have two kids 
who live like within five minutes of each other, they can make plans like 10 minutes ahead of 
time and like meet up, but like me, like I have to like sort of like look like an hour ahead.” 
Because he shares wanting to live closer to the school as one of two things that he would change, 
it is clear how significant the issue is to him. It also indicates that, in his mind, living closer to 
the school is a matter of happenstance, that is independent of racial or socioeconomic status or 
the responsibility of the school. Jonathan wavers in his critique of socioeconomic class in 
relation to similar critiques of racism. It is possible that he has been more exposed to information 
about race and racism than he has been for economic class, classism, and the convergence of race 
and class in United States history.  
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 In the lack of BAD student and faculty representation at Lewiston, Jonathan again 
distinguishes an unfair context from being mistreated, noting, “Um, and I think like that goes 
back to the unfair situation point in that like, we don’t really see ourselves represented. And even 
in like sort of the faculty side of it, like, we don’t really see sort of Black teachers, um, and like 
Black, um, members of administration. [Umhm] Um, and like, it’s not really part of how we’re 
treated, but like it’s not really fair to us to sort of come to the school and not feel as if we are—
like, as, as if we belong.” In framing the lack of BAD students and faculty members as an unfair 
situation, Jonathan is describing a systemic, institutional problem. However, in accordance with 
prior analyses of his framing, the culpability of school administrators to remedy 
underrepresentation is excised. He has released Lewiston from taking responsibility to recruit 
more racially diverse students and faculty. Indeed, in narrating these instances of unfairness at 
Lewiston, he never suggests a point of action or remedy that the school can take, implying that 
recognizing and addressing issues of systemic inequality are beyond his present consciousness.  
 
Redirecting and Repurposing 
A recurring theme throughout Jonathan’s interview narratives was his commitment to 
redirecting deficit narratives and repurposing negative emotions for positive gains. For instance, 
whereas he was nervous initially to be one of few students of color at Lewiston, and to be from a 
lower socioeconomic status than most of his peers, his feelings have changed over time. Jonathan 
said that the fear and anxiety had shifted to pride at his accomplishments and being able to 
counter deficit narratives, sharing: 
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Like I’m a kid from the Bronx. Like I don’t think that a lot of these parents would expect 
me to talk the way I talk or like, understand a lot of the things that, um, like I know as of 
right now. Um, and I think, I don’t know, part of me does feel like I always like to see 
like a little bit of like surprise on a lot of these like parents’ or faculties’ faces when like I 
engage in conversations with them. That’s um, like when I don’t come across like with 
like, um, with like a heavy like New York—or not a New York accent, but like a Bronx, 
like slang accent, um, things like that, like things that, um, sort of separate me. 
Jonathan’s primary means of confronting stereotypes is through his mastery of elite discursive 
styles. By illustrating his proficiency in dominant languaging practices, he is controlling deficit 
narratives and humanizing himself to parents and faculty members. Jonathan makes a telling 
statement about linguistic ideology when he classifies his community languaging practices as 
having a “New York accent” and then self-corrects to clarify “a Bronx, like slang accent.” First, 
his hyperlocal literacies allow him to distinguish among languaging variants in New York City 
according to specific boroughs. Second, he reveals that the languaging practices of Bronx 
residents are derided as “slang” even as they are quintessentially “New York,” which should 
generate a source of local pride.  
Apparently, New Yorkers have a “push-pull” relationship to their languaging, that 
parallels with the United States’ simultaneous celebration and castigation of African American 
Language. For his part, Jonathan questions the notion of linguistic appropriateness (Flores & 
Rosa, 2015) and discourses. He continues, “like things like, um, things like having an accent and 
things like, uh, maybe like the way you do your hair, like protective styles and like cornrows, the 
way you dress, things like that, like I don’t see those things as negative, and I think like part of 
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me wants to sort of move that, um, like move that view to a place where, um, it’s more 
accepted.” 
 
Looking Forward and Reflecting Back 
For the current school year, Jonathan looked forward to being finished with taking his 
ACTs, hopefully scoring well on them, and to having a soccer season in the spring. What he 
most hoped for was to be able to attend a class trip since last year’s trip was cancelled because of 
the COVID-19 lockdown. He explained that class trips were pivotal opportunities to bond with 
his classmates. “And there’s like, um, there’s a lot of, um, there are a lot of memories that have 
been made sort of at like these class trips,” he said, “a lot of things that like, we can look back 
and like really laugh at just because, um, it shows like how we’ve sort of grown up throughout 
the years.” As he approaches his last years at Lewiston, Jonathan is seeking to deepen his bond 
with fellow classmates and to deepen his sense of self. At the end of the interview, when I asked 
him if there were anything else that he would like for me to know, he shared how his particular 
account differs from other BAD students at Lewiston in important ways: 
Jonathan: …Like, um, just because like personally like in terms of like, um, adverse 
experiences, I haven’t really had many as opposed to like a lot of my peers. Um, 
and I think that’s sort of helped me, um, sort of love the community more, um, 
and not really look to like, uh, just like burn things to the ground, things like that. 
Like I, um, I am pretty happy where I am. Like I’ve got like a good group of 
friends. Um, I feel like pretty confident about my classes, things like that. 
Kahdeidra: Okay. And so why, why, why is that important for me to know? Why do you want 
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   me to know that? 
Jonathan: Um, I think part of it is that, like, I sort of became more comfortable in my own 
identity. And I say that because like, um, when I first entered Lewiston, um, 
something that I really recognize and like, I only understand it in like a retrospect, 
is that like, I did try to like change myself to sort of fit like just, just like to fit in. 
[Okay] Um, and a lot of that like sort—it, it didn’t, I wouldn’t say it created 
problems for me, but like, it created just a lot of like dilemmas in terms of like 
understanding who I was and like how I portrayed myself...like as I started to like 
fit in with myself, it helped me to, um, really like fit in with the Lewiston 
community if that makes sense. Like, um, like as I sort of started to like relax 
about sort of, um, like trying to make myself accepted, that really like translated 
back. 
Jonathan is sympathetic to classmates who may be more critical of Lewiston than he is, wanting 
to “burn things to the ground.” And he would like for me to know that their feelings are valid 
because their lived experiences have been different. He clarifies that his voice is not 
representative of the whole but is one voice of many that deserves to be told. In this reflection, 
Jonathan also seems to offer advice to other BAD students for how to be more successful in 
building community at independent schools. In this regard, he is highlighting the dialectic nature 
of communication and how one can shift from a passive role of responding to one’s environment 
to actively influencing one’s environment. He suggests that students have the power to influence 
how others receive them, starting with their own self-concept. In a profound display of self-
awareness and contemplation, Jonathan stated, “as I started to like fit in with myself, it helped 
me to, um, really like fit in with the Lewiston community if that makes sense.” 
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CHAPTER TEN: AISHA 
 
Aisha Monique Joseph (pronounced Eye-ee-sha) uses she/her pronouns and is currently 
within her sophomore to senior year at The Good Shepherd School. After she responded to my 
recruitment calls on Instagram, I interviewed Aisha in the fall of 2020 via Zoom video-
conference. The Good Shepherd School is co-educational, non-denominational, and serves 
students in pre-K through Grade 12. It is located in the borough of Manhattan. Aisha is a 
member of the Scholar Saviors PSP program. Figure 9 is an anonymized version of her Semiotic 
Shape of You Visual Collage that she completed before the interview.  
This chapter is organized in two parts. In the first part, I present Aisha’s Visual Collage 
and her excerpted descriptions of the collage that I elicited during the interview. I next offer a 
brief summary of our discussion about the collage and her classification of the various 
communities that she is a member of. In the second part of the chapter, I analyze the main 
recurring themes of Aisha’s interview. These include the salience of the hyperlocal context to 
affirming her identity; negotiating racialized, multicultural, and pan-ethnicized identities; 
balancing activism and racial battle fatigue; and the challenges of being low-income, young, 











Kahdeidra: …Uh, can you let’s talk about the images, right? Some of the images that we 
didn’t mention. So I see here in the last, this is a Trinidadian flag, right? Trinidad 
and Tobago flag. Um, and then we see, I see that there is a food dish here. I think 
I know what it is, but can you, can you tell me, what is this dish here, and why did 
you choose that? What does that mean to you? 
“Well, I think I started with my cultural roots. So, I started with like the Trinidadian flag, the St. 
Lucia flag. And then I got more into what I enjoy doing every day or every week, whether it’s 
doing Dance Club or, um, participating in the different clubs I’m in in school and like Queenly 
Kinks, which is a curly hair, natural hair club I started this year. Yeah, then the DOE Legacy, I 
guess that goes along with being a Scholar Saviors’ kid, I guess, coming from a low income 
background and coming, going to a private school. That’s I think a big part of my school 
identity. And then also being first generation, being, I guess—I put American dream because I 
feel like my parents have, like, passed down their wishes for me and their hopes and also people 
in my community because I grew up in like a Caribbean neighborhood. So, I guess seeing all of 
that, um, is kind of places the responsibility on me to kind of fulfill all those things. And then I 
included, I live in Brooklyn, so Prospect Heights, but also Canarsie, um, because that’s where 
my dad lives. And I think growing up, it was kind of like two worlds, being with my mom in 
Prospect Heights and then going, seeing my dad in Canarsie on weekends. Uh, also just what I, 
what I want to do in life, I put a picture of a doctor because I would like to become a doctor, 
and I put writing because I love writing and also research. Yeah, all those things makes me me 




Aisha: It’s curry crab, and I just always remember visiting my grandmother, and that was 
always the dish she would make, and I remember my dad always trying to hide it 
in his suitcase (Laughing) to bring back home. And so I think that’s what I always 
think of like my grandmother and Trinidad whenever I see that dish. 
Kahdeidra: Okay. Umhm. And so let, let’s keep it with the food theme now. Um, I see this is 
kind of like a diagonal and we have, so this, this mark—I see a market here, right. 
What does this represent to you? What were you thinking here? 
Aisha: That reminds me of like Flatbush Avenue. I sometimes over the weekend I would 
always visit the Caribbean markets with my mom. So, um, that was some of my 
favorite moments of growing up and going there every weekend, just like that 
atmosphere. Um, it’s really special to me. And then I guess the picture by the, um, 
Saint Lucian flag is saltfish. Um, that’s like my mom’s go-to dish. So yeah, it just 
reminds me of St. Lucia. 
Aisha draws strength from her membership in various communities. She identifies primarily with 
her pan-ethnic Caribbean American identity, staying connected to her ancestry through food 
dishes like curry crab and saltfish and the rituals that surround the preparation of these dishes. 
Alongside her Caribbean American identity is the importance of being the child of immigrants 
and a first generation American. The phrase “American Dream” is centered on her collage and is 
superimposed over the image of a Black fist with the words “Black Lives Matter.”  The 
juxtaposition of these images illustrates the contradictory nature of this dream for Black 
Americans and for immigrants. As a young Black woman of immigrant origins, the overlapping 
images represent Aisha’s strivings to reconcile these contradictions.  
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When asked which groups were more important to her, Aisha replied that it was 
challenging to separate and rank her various communities. She states, “That’s a hard—I mean, I 
feel like I’ve been in a lot of communities that have been different from each other and kind of 
touched on different aspects of my identity.” By affirming that her membership in different 
communities all inform various aspects of her identity, Aisha is employing an 




After she explained the meanings of her visual collage, I asked Aisha to name the 
different groups and communities that she is a part of. She repeated the Scholar Saviors Program, 
Good Shepherd, the various school clubs that she is a member of, and her Prospect Heights 
neighborhood community. “I can’t really classify it, but I really just think of like the man at the 
corner store, or the crossing guard I see every day, or my neighbors, um, I think overall just 
people in my community,” she says. “Even though I don’t have that much of a close connection, 
I just see that we’re related in some way.” Local neighborhood spaces are critical to Aisha’s 
sense of identity. She feels a close connectedness to the borough of Brooklyn where she lives 
and to threes specific neighborhoods within Brooklyn: Prospect Heights where she abides with 
her mother, Canarsie where her father resides, and Flatbush where her mother occasionally visits 
the Caribbean fruit and vegetable markets. There are several geographic locations within New 
York City that help to construct Aisha’s identity. Rather than being from a specific place, Aisha 




Race and (Pan)Ethnicity 
According to Aisha, she was raised being immersed in her family’s various ethnic 
identities. Her parents are immigrants from Trinidad and Saint Lucia, and she does not identify 
as solely one ethnicity or as both, ie. Trinidadian and Saint Lucian. Rather, Aisha uses the pan-
ethnic term ‘Caribbean American.’ Her sense of racialized and cultural identities is shaped by 
her Eastern Caribbean heritage. With Afro-Caribbean, Chinese and Indo-Caribbean ancestry, she 
says that she always “knew growing up that I had a mix of cultures in me.” Her racialized 
identity as Black is informed by both Black Caribbean and Black American perspectives. She 
says, “I think growing up with my mom and having with my grandmother, like two Black 
women, um, that really kind of influenced my Black identity. And I think, yeah, I still might see 
myself as Caribbean American, but I think over the years, that more and more, I’ve seen more of 
myself as like a Black woman/Caribbean American.” Translanguaging theory posits that 
languaging practices can be conceptualized by the external perspective of socio-political contexts 
and by the internal perspective of the speaker. In this paper, I argue that translanguaging reflects 
a transnational consciousness, and Aisha’s identification as “Black woman/Caribbean American” 
reflects her transnational perspective on BAD identity. Caribbean American alone would not 
adequately describe her internal perspective of Black womanhood that it is pivotal to her sense of 
self. Although she does not delineate specific cultural markers, Aisha seems to identify Black 
identity with an African-descended heritage that extends beyond shared experiences of racism in 




Communal Orientation and Racial Battle Fatigue 
Aisha is communally oriented, frequently volunteering her time to support diversity, 
equity, and inclusion initiatives at her school. However, she admits that the process does take a 
toll, and she feels irritated that she and other BAD students are obligated to do the work. This 
sense of obligation derives from being approached by administrators to offer support and also 
from being forced to speak up in class when teachers do not. For example, Aisha underscores the 
need for teachers to be trained on having conversations about race: 
I think that...well, I think they need to be better at handling conversations on race, but 
also kind of being aware of it in the classroom. I’ve been in many situations, and my 
friends have been in many situations where someone says a problematic comment, and 
the teacher steps back and lets a Black student respond and kind of defend themselves. 
And I think that teachers need to be more supportive. And I feel like a lot of times the 
burden’s always placed on Black students to kind of be the solution, even now. 
When critical conversations arise in the classroom, teachers often leave BAD students to “defend 
themselves.” Aisha states that she and her friend are weary of shouldering the “burden” of race 
talk and activism in school. The cumbersome feeling of constantly having to “be the solution” 
and navigate racism in predominantly White environments is what psychologists have termed 
racial battle fatigue (Smith et al., 2007; Smith et al., 2011).  
Racial battle fatigue, the psychological, social, and emotional strains of managing race-
related stress, was first studied among BAD male college students on predominantly White 
campuses. It has been extended to include the experiences of BAD women (Corbin et al., 2018), 
other racialized minority students on college campuses, and educators of color at all levels 
205 
 
(Arnold et al., 2016; Pizarro & Kohli, 2020). However, there are few studies that examine racial 
battle fatigue among students of color (Bailey-Fakhoury & Mitchell, 2018; Call-Cummings & 
Martinez, 2017), and there are none to date that explore the unique experience of BAD students 
at predominantly White independent day schools. The narratives of BAD students and alumni/ae 
in this study offer an important lens on this emerging line of research.   
Aisha’s dedication to collective efforts is also indicated in her tendency to 
pursue research projects on issues that affect the wider Black American community and to 
initiate programs that allow her to explore her passions with classmates. Gaining independence 
over her natural hair, for instance, is something that she is learning to do in high school and 
wanted invite peers along in the process. She says, “when I was growing up, I didn’t like my 
hair. I wanted it to be straight, I think. And I wouldn’t always straighten it because my mom 
would stop me from doing it, but I just remember always just not liking how I looked.” She 
describes disliking her coily hair as a child and wanting her hair to be straight. Now as a 
teenager, “I just wanna like, do everything on my own,” she says. By starting the Queenly Kinks 
club, Aisha is applying the leadership skills that she has acquired and redirecting her resources of 
time and intellect to projects that are culturally sustaining. 
 
Between Meritocracy and Class Privilege 
Aisha spoke lucidly about inequities of socioeconomic class at Good Shepherd and the  
classist ideologies that affected her experience. When I asked her if she had experienced unfair 
treatment at school or witnessed it with someone else, she recalled an incident in which she was 
not allowed to enter an advanced level science class despite having scored high on standardized 
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assessments. As a result, Aisha believes that class and racial prejudice influenced the school’s 
evaluation of her academic acuity more than actual summative assessments. She stated: 
Well, I think one personal experience was that, even though I came from like a all Black 
charter school, um, I did really well. Like I almost got a perfect score on the Regents, 
Living Environment Regents exam, and I put in a Google form that I wanted to be in 
Accelerated Biology, and they put me in regular Bio, even though my grade from my 
transcript from eighth grade showed that that I was capable and that I should even be in 
Accelerated. And I kind of wished that they kind of gave me the benefit of the doubt that 
even if they might think I’m not maybe ready, to put me in there, and if I struggle, okay. 
But I think that I only—I had, I feel like when I went to Good Shepherd, I had to prove 
myself even more, that even though I got in, I had to show my ability in that I kind of 
deserve to be there even though I already got this spot. And I think that was unfair. 
Aisha describes entering her new school environment under a veil of distrust and discrediting of 
her prior achievement. She also believes that she was treated unfairly. Later, Aisha reveals that 
she stayed in Biology for an entire school year where she was not challenged and ended the year 
with a 99% average. The criteria for being able to move up to an accelerated course was unclear, 
and Aisha stated, “I think the teacher has to recommend you, but, um, I think my high score 
helped, and I think my teacher knew that I wasn’t being challenged because I would go to her 
and kind of—I had to work with partners, and I would always say, ‘It’s just so hard. I’m not 
really learning anything. I feel like I’m the students’ tutor more than like a partner,’ and I went to 
her multiple times, and I’m sure that she knew I wasn’t being challenged.” Aisha was allowed to 
enter Accelerated Chemistry in tenth grade but laments having to remain in what essentially was 
a review class for an entire year. When I asked her why she thought that she had been treated in 
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this manner, Aisha cited a combination of racial and class stereotypes. She offered, “I think 
maybe because I came from an all Black charter school that was, um, new. Um, I think that 
might have been, um, a part of their decision. Maybe being a Scholar Saviors’ kid, maybe they’re 
assuming that because I’m a low income background, I’m also coming from a low income 
neighborhood with, um, I guess underfunding schooling, or not as much, um, rigor in the school. 
I think that, um, also played into it.” Aisha’s experience reveals how BAD, low-income students 
are harmed by ideologies of smartness that are racialized and classed.  
Overall, Aisha’s exemplary skillsets in science, indicated by both the public school 
standardized exams and the private school classroom-based assessments, caused a disruption to 
normative views of academic excellence. In these views, the face of excellence—in the STEM 
fields especially—is a young White man, not a young BAD woman. In the independent school 
context, Aisha’s genius disrupted the prevailing narrative of both schools and PSPs that public 
schools are of inferior quality than private schools that have more and better resources.  
At the end of the interview, when asked if there were anything more that she would like 
for me to know about her experiences, she offers an astute critique of the racist and classist 
ideologies embedded in diversity recruitment efforts: 
Nothing else comes to mind, but I guess I don’t know, I was thinking a lot about, I guess, 
what it means for me to be at Good Shepherd and being told, like being a Scholar 
Saviors’ kid, that going to a private school is kind of essential for me to be successful. I 
remember... because even before, I didn’t even know what a private school was, or and I 
didn’t even want to go to a private school, but I was told that it’ll be a place where I’ll be 
challenged, where I’ll be surrounded by people who love learning, as well. I think that 
part wasn’t true, but, um, I think I was challenged, but I think that, I don’t know, I just 
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feel that I wish I wasn't taught that. That wherever I ended up or went to high school, that 
going to a private school like didn’t make me more capable or made me smart or able to 
like to attend another elite institution, that it was just me and that I can do whatever I 
want wherever I am. 
According to Aisha, the Scholar Saviors PSP program gave her messaging that attending 
independent schools for high school was the only path towards success or attending a selective 
college or university in the future. Based on her experience excelling academically as a BAD, 
low-income student at Good Shepherd, Aisha challenges the deficit ideology that the program 
promoted. Although the program characterized independent schools as meritocratic schools 
where students attended based on academic merit, where one is “surrounded by people who love 
learning, as well,” Aisha found that “this part wasn’t true.” In this reflection, Aisha questions the 
double-standards that low-income students of color experience in NYCIS and asserts the need to 
reclaim the source of her own tenacity and brilliance. 
 This chapter examined the how Aisha managed dominant narratives of race and class in 
her experience at Good Shepherd. She described a school culture that struggled with competing  
ideologies of meritocracy for low-income students of color and class privilege for White students 
in the pursuit of excellence. In Chapter 12, I discuss additional themes of significance to the 




CHAPTER ELEVEN: ZAMI 
As a keeper of African diasporic faith traditions, I acknowledge my spiritual 
accompaniment. I am conscious of the spiritual accompaniment of my participants. However, I 
had not considered the metaphysical accompaniment of living people whom we hold in our 
hearts. Paradoxically, the accompaniment that was verbally acknowledged in the form of 
classmates and family members in participant narratives was less visible to me than the spiritual 
accompaniment that was rarely named directly by participants. Throughout the project, they 
brought their friends with them into the interview space. They embodied their community 
members. The interview became a liminal space, a space that transcends temporal and spatial 
planes. 
In consideration of this concept of spiritual and psychical accompaniment, I must 
acknowledge that this study has a seventh participant, bringing it to completion. Her name is 
Venus. I know of her from numerous sources, and I felt compelled to acknowledge the centrality 
of her experience, and the effects that it had on her peers who participated in this study. As a 
departure from traditional narrative methods, I opted to include the experience of this young 
woman to surface the intersectional experiences of young BAD women in NYCIS, the “pushout” 
experience of one young BAD woman in NYCIS, and the lasting secondary trauma that her 
friends experienced.  
I decided that I would tell the young woman’s story by combining multiple narratives to 
form a composite narrative and composite participant. This participant is named Zami, which 
means ‘friend’ in Kreyòl Ayisyen, Louisiana Creole, and other French-lexicon based languages 
in the Eastern Caribbean, such as Patois of Trinidad, Dominica, and Saint Lucia, as examples. 
Spelled invariably as zami or zanmi, the word has multiple senses and bears an important lineage 
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in the Black Feminist Thought tradition. In 1982, the renowned Caribbean American poet, 
scholar, and activist Audre Lorde published Zami: A New Spelling of My Name, a 
“biomythography” that integrates biography, myth, and history. Lorde uses the word ‘zami’ in 
the sense of women who are friends and lovers, similar to the word mati used in Suriname 
(Wekker, 2006). Hence, in being rooted in BAD languages and signifying a range of intimate 
relationships among women, Zami is an appropriate name for a composite character who 
illuminates the intertwining themes of BAD girlhood, kinship, and broad-ranging intimacy in this 
study.  
In the transcript that follows, the composite character, Zami, narrates the story of her 
close friend, Venus. The school is Pushout Prep, an allusion to the alarming percentage of BAD 
girls who are “pushed out” of K-12 schools (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Morris, 2018) and pushed 
onto the school to prison pipeline. I present the transcript without analysis and invite readers to 
consider how her story relates to the themes explored in the six preceding participant 
descriptions. While reading the account, and afterwards, consider the following inquiries:  
1. How do ideologies of race, gender, and class impact Venus, Zami, other students, 
and administrators in the narrative?  
2. What were the various harms enacted against Venus and her peers? What needs to 
be repaired? 
3. In what ways did the youth resist these harms and exhibit agency? 
4. Does this account relate to anything that you have experienced personally or 
professionally? Whom do you most identify with in this narrative?  
 
Zami: Um, I had personally witnessed one of my close friends be kicked out of 
high school because someone accused her of changing, like the wallpaper 
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on the back of like a professor’s laptop to something that wasn’t okay. 
[Umhm] And they had no physical evidence besides the fact that someone 
else had blamed her, and they kicked her out. 
 
Kahdeidra: Yeah. Can you talk more about that? Do you, do you think that that had, 
 um, that discrimination played a role in that, any kind of discrimination? 
 
Zami: I always say a thousand percent, yes. But I’ve talked to the Head of  
the Upper School. He’s always like, no. The Dean is always like, no, she 
made her own decisions. And these are both faculty of color, mind you...I 
don’t believe that. Um, I think that’s an act of Whi—there’s the work of 
White supremacy. And I also say this because my friend, Venus, we are 
the same sign. Um, and I don’t know, I’ve always been drawn to the 
people that are misunderstood. Even, you know, even if sometimes it was, 
you know, difficult for me, it was always the people who are 
misunderstood. And Venus, to say the least, like she’s a revolutionary. I 
don’t know if it’s always in the right way. But she, she...she doesn’t allow 
people to say anything to her that she doesn’t want to hear. She doesn’t 
listen. If she doesn’t like you, she’ll make it clear. She’s not one to 
conform. She’s not a conformist, you know, in that sense to White supr—
you know, to this-this White institution. She’s not a conformist. Um, but, 
if teachers said anything to her, she’d ignore them. She-just really, you 
couldn’t have any control over her at all, basically. Um, and I feel like 
with that, teachers allowed themselves to basically take their faith out of 
her. Like they, they just—they just throw her to the side like she wasn’t a 
human being, just because she didn’t wanna follow your rules, you know? 
And she kept getting in trouble with her advisor. 
 
Zami: And also it’s a thing—you know I’m gonna get to, you know, the moment 
before things got difficult, but nobody liked her. Nobody. The White kids 
did not like her at all. The administration did not like her at all. Nobody 
liked her. It’s just us, the Black people. And especially, you know, I 
always tried to just like be there for her. Cause I was just like, I know that 
people treat you weird, and I know that you deserve love no matter how 
you act, whether you’re “mean” [Umhm] you deserve love and that’s it. 
And I’ve always, I’ve even said it to the administration. I was just like, 
well, the first thing that you did wrong was, one, blame her for this. But, 
two, you took your faith out of her. And so how could you expect her to 
follow anything? To have faith in herself, to believe in this community in, 
at all, when everybody so blatantly doesn’t like her and they make it so 
clear. And so I’ma get to where—I’m gonna to tell you how it’s so clear, 
too. So, this is already the basis of that. Like everybody doesn’t like her 
because she doesn’t, she doesn’t abide by rules, which I love. That’s 
where the respect comes in. I have a lot of respect for her. And...basically 
I think in our junior year, maybe, cause I think she was taken out by...I 
think—they kind of make it seem like she took herself out, kind of the 
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thing cause she’d have to repeat something kind of thing. Um, and there 
was a laptop in the teacher’s room. It was a teacher’s laptop. I love that 
man, but ummn. There’s a teacher’s laptop in a room. I think the only 
couple of people—It was Venus and, was Venus even in there? It was a 
bunch of White people, a bunch of White people, White boys, specifically, 
whose humor is very much like, you know, they’ll like, they’d make jokes 
about like the Soviet Union and things like that. Just like weird stuff, very 
like European, like weird, weird people. 
 
Zami: Um, and I think Venus maybe came in the room later. There’s a period 
when nobody was in there but those boys, those White boys. And they put, 
I don’t know if it was a swastika or, no, what...I think it was maybe the 
Soviet Union sign. I don’t know. Right? Is that the hammer? Is that— 
what, what is that? 
 
Kahdeidra: Um...yeah, I believe so. 
 
Zami: Yeah. I think it was, I think it was the hammer or whatever, whatever. 
[Umhm] Everybody blamed Venus. Everybody blamed her, every sin— 
every single one, whoever was in that room minus these three White boys, 
every single White person blamed her. And all of us were like, that’s 
hilarious. Like that-that, I was like, it’s really funny that you could even 
say that. And I mean, I don’t know how vulgar I can be, but like I straight 
up simply was like, that’s not Venus’s humor. 
 
Zami: It’s not. She would never. That’s not a joke she would make. Venus did 
anything, she’d maybe put like a penis on the screen and we all laugh at it. 
That’s the type of person she is. And then on top of that, Venus didn’t 
even know what the sign was. She didn’t even know the symbol. And I-I 
knew before she like even had a chance to say that, I know she didn’t 
know the symbol. I knew she didn’t know what it was. I was like, “You 
don’t even know what this is, do you?” She’s like, no. She doesn’t know. 
I’m like, “This is not your humor.” And the thing is, if they had ever 
gotten to know her, [Umhm] if they had known anything about her, they 
would know, “Why would Venus be putting the Soviet Union?” when you 
have a kid, a European kid, whose families are literally like from Europe, 
he’s rich, talks about Europe all the time. Like he’s lived there, his whole 
life. His friends all talk about it, like they’ve lived there, too. And you 
think a Black girl, from Spanish Harlem, who don’t even have time with 
all y’all is going to put the Soviet Union flag up on a White teacher’s 
computer? So everybody blames her, all the White people blamed her. All 
the White students, they interviewed everybody, they said it was her. And 
I think at one point the teacher thought it was her, too. And I kept going to 
bat for her. I was like, and I think the Dean also wanted to go to bat for 
her, as well. I don’t think she believed it because I was like, that’s not 
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Venus’s humor. [Umhm] Most of us don’t even know what that is. I only 
learned about that because of like middle school. 
 
Zami: Um, so that was the start of it, where they blamed her like that and tried to 
get her in trouble because it was a serious offense. Like the Soviet Union, 
like it was very, very serious. I think it was also something about 
communism. [Umhm] Yeah. Yeah. And I was just like, this, this is 
serious. And they like, they were seriously trying to get her in trouble. 
Like, like legitimately, like there’s gonna be a huge problem. And we 
were all just like, we like went to the Dean. I think all the Black girls, we 
all got together. We were like, we-we cornered her in the hallway and we 
were like, this isn’t her, you know, she didn’t do this. And we just kept 
trying to support her, but I don’t remember what really happened. I think 
they dropped it completely. Like they didn’t try to investigate to find the 
person who actually did it. They just—Well, it’s not Venus, so therefore 
it’s nobody kind of thing, you know? Um, and so just by then, I was just 
like, her confidence is not there...you know, like Venus really like...she—
she wanted to be like, she wanted to be a doctor. The girl is smart, like 
she’s a genius. Like, I feel like, I dunno, I’m like fan girling, but I, you 
know, I love, I love my Black people. And like, she’s—she’s brilliant. 
She’s brilliant. [Umhm] One of the most, like, brilliant people I’ve met. 
And, basically like, what happened was I think an English teacher said that 
Venus owed her some assignments or something. Like said that you—
you’re behind on a lot of these assignments, but I guess like never 
communicated to Venus that that was the case, kind of thing. [Umhm] So 
it was just this miscommunication, whatever. So she had to do summer 
school, and we all didn’t really know like that she was doing summer 
school, and we didn’t know what was going on. 
 
Zami: She messaged me the night before, like, “Hey,” before everything’s due, 
really. And I didn’t know, like, “Hey, can you help me with like all these 
things?” And I was like, I don’t know if I can even help you do all this, 
you know, whatever, whatever. Um, and then later on we found out that 
like, she was not coming back, basically. She didn’t pass the summer 
school course. And that English teacher also never liked her. And we all 
knew that she never liked her, ever. Um, and I just felt like it wasn’t like 
necessarily like foul play, but it was just like the confidence and the way 
that you treat this student has a lot to do with how they feel about 
themselves and respect themselves. And after all of that, like her life, like 
literally it didn’t fall apart, but like she—she was kicked out of Access. 
 
Zami: And to me that was like the wildest thing ever, because she had to go to 
like a whole new, random public school, doing all this work within Access 
Awarded and within middle school and within this high school, and 
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because she was kicked out of the high school, she was also kicked out of 
Access Awarded. [Hmm] 
 
Zami: Like she was, you know, she lost all these opportunities, and like, here’s 
this doctor, this girl who’s worked so hard to like, you know, get what she 
wants to be. And then these White people—well, she even worked hard to 
get into these White institutions. Like you just, you—you—you took all 
your faith out of her. You made it seem like she was alone. You made it 
seem like she was a problem, an issue. [Umm] Then you wonder why, 
like, why didn’t she have faith in herself, or why she doesn’t like 
everybody, and why she’s so angry. Cause you treated her like trash. Like 
you couldn’t, you forced her that way. And then after, like she was gone, it 
was kind of like, nobody even really cared. Like they didn’t make it such a 
big deal or anything. And I talked to the Head of Upper School, and I was 
like, this isn’t fair. And we, we kept debating about it cause I’d always 
bring it up, and I’d be like, “I don’t care what you say. That’s not true. 
Cause going to put all the blame on her and you can’t do that. You say 
Venus had all these choices. No, you didn’t give her any.” Um, and so 
that, that was that. But then, the contrast is like the same White boy that 
was harassing everybody, he had to take medical leave. Even after people 
came forth and confessed and showed receipts. And the teacher had 
known about everything, and he was fired, this little White boy got to take 
medical leave. He took medical leave, and then he came back and he 
continued the same offenses, but he didn’t get kicked out. He chose to 
leave, and he transferred to [a selective NYC public high school], and he 
got to go to places, like he got to go to [a private university in the 
Northeast ranked in the top 60-70 colleges by U.S. News and World 
Report]. He got to go there! 
 
Zami: Venus couldn’t even apply for some of the—like most of the places that 
she wanted to go to, cause all these places had already kicked her out, and 
you know, done whatever, and I was just like, look at that! [Umhm] Look 
at that! Kids doing drugs in the bathroom, you interview them. They say, 
no, they didn’t do it, and that’s it. That’s all you have to say. But you kick 
out this Black girl who you basically forced out, but then everyone else, 
their records are clean? Like that, and it’s, you know, put the blame on all 
the students, what they do. But no, it’s very clear in your community what 
you prioritize. And that’s money and that’s it. And it always has been, and 
we know that, so remember this story, Venus’s story, and like how—She’s 
great, you know, she’s doing great, and she—she’s figured everything out, 
but it was a very devastating time like. I don’t know about, you know, for 
her, of course, but I—I was very like, hurt by it. I was very hurt by it. I 
was just like, Pushout Prep, this is one of the worst things you’ve ever 




Kahdeidra: Umm. [4 second pause] Thank you for sharing that. I know it’s not, um... 
It’s traumatizing to talk about. Yeah. 
 
Zami: I’m glad she’s like, doing well, you know, and like, I have the utmost faith 
in her. Like she’s a very determined person. And again, I always, you 
know, talk about these stories from a state of privilege because I know 
people don’t look at me that way. You know, they look at me differently. 
They make me feel, I mean—You know, White people view Black people 
in very different ways obviously, but I feel like I was able to be slightly 
more humanized than some of my other friends. And so, I like to be very 
cautious and aware of that. 
 
(Later in the interview) 
 
Kahdeidra: Hmmn. Okay. And what types of experiences made you feel bad or 
ashamed to have attended your school? 
 
Zami: Um, I think definitely after they kicked out one of my close friends I kinda 
felt like ashamed to be going to this school cause I was like, wow, like this 




CHAPTER TWELVE: SYNTHESIS OF CASE FINDINGS 
Chapter Three provided an overview of the case context of this study and featured 
analyses of four public narratives by BAD alumni of NYCIS. In Section II (Chapters Five 
through Eleven), I used the Literary Qualitative Analysis method to construct narrative analyses 
of six participant interviews, including BAD high school students and alumni/ae. This chapter 
synthesizes findings from all data sources, highlights recurring themes, and summarizes 
responses that address the study’s four research questions. I begin the chapter by presenting the 
thematic codes generated from across interview data. Next, I summarize the frequency of each 
thematic code across interviews. I conclude the chapter by integrating findings that address each 
research question. 
Thematic Codes from Interview Data 
By applying a priori and open-coding methods, I constructed 28 thematic codes from 
across participant interviews. I refer to these as thematic codes because they indicate recurring 
themes across two or more participant interviews. Whereas I discussed idiosyncratic codes in 
specific participant chapters, this chapter focuses on thematic codes. After generating codes, I 
grouped them according to six broad topics: relationships with peers, relationships with teachers, 
rigorous academics, school culture, expressing sexuality, hyperlocal literacies. Table 7 shows a 






28 Thematic Codes Generated from Interview Data 
 
Topics Thematic Codes (N = 28) 




• Characterized by social cliques 
• Strained by racial segregation 




• Forced friendships (according to grade, race, PSPs) 
• Building camaraderie in extracurricular activities 
 
• Conflicts with advisors and homeroom teachers 
• Supported by women of color mentors 
• White teachers being allies 
• Favorite teachers engaging in culturally sustaining pedagogy 





• Experiencing stress managing workload 
• Tracked in lowest level courses 
• English teacher disparaging writing skills 
• Providing strong preparation for college 




• Having ambivalent feelings about 
• Administrators allowing abusive behavior 
• Experiencing frequent microaggressions 
• Providing strong resources in the arts 
• Socializing with Black peers through sports 
• Resulting in long-term harm to self-esteem 




• Girls experiencing sexual violence (harassment, assault) 
• Black girls being treated as undesirable 
• Black girls being excluded from dating 




• Enacting to affirm personal identity 
• Enacting to negotiate group identity 
 
 
Relationships with Peers 
Across narratives, participants described having challenging relationships with peers at 
their schools. To varying extents, relationships were constrained by racial and socioeconomic 
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differences. Several participants identified that peers who committed racist acts received 
insufficient consequences or none at all. Some participants reported school cultures defined by a 
hierarchy of social cliques. Social cliques and forced friendships according to PSP membership 
seemed to reinforce racial segregation. Despite the constraints of widespread socialization, all 
students built camaraderie and developed friendships across social groupings through their 
involvement in extracurricular activities.  
Relationships with Teachers 
 Relationships with teachers were mixed but mostly neutral. All participants shared that 
teachers and administrators needed to intervene more when students engaged in racist or sexist 
behaviors. Most participants could recall favorite teachers or assignments that they enjoyed 
completing. Characteristics of favorite teachers were those who took personal interests in 
students, implemented culturally diverse curricula, and created inclusive, student-centered 
classroom environments. A few participants reported having conflicts with homeroom teachers 
or faculty advisors.  
Rigorous Academics 
 All alumni/ae reported that the school curricula and liberal arts pedagogy provided strong 
preparation for excelling at selective colleges and universities. Some participants expressed that 
peers dismissed BAD students’ academic achievements during the college application process 
and complained that they received their acceptances because of race. A few participants 
experienced stress managing their workloads, and a few reported having English teachers who 
discouraged their passion for writing. A couple of participants reported being tracked into lower 




All participants shared that they experienced frequent microagressions throughout their 
time at school, and they all shared that administrators allowed racially and sexually abusive 
behavior to persist by failing to issue stringent consequences. All alumni/ae expressed that long-
term effects of their schooling experience included diminished self-esteem and deficiencies of 
self-awareness, both of which have led to challenges in their interpersonal relationships. Most 
participants enjoyed the resources available to explore the visual and performing arts, and they 
generally admired the teachers who taught these subjects, as well. Most participants reported 
joining sports teams, particularly track and basketball, as a means of socializing with BAD peers. 
Half of the participants expressed ambivalent feelings about the school overall, and half of the 
participants expressed having an overall unpleasant and often traumatic experience.  
 
Research Question 1 Findings: Linguistic Resources and Identities 
What kinds of multimodal and linguistic resources do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae 
of NYCIS use to express their identities as members of various communities? 
  
BAD high school students used both linguistic and semiotic resources to express their 
identities. Jonathan applied two distinct semiotic and linguistic strategies to communicate his 
identities at Lewiston. In the first one, he strategically used the breadth of his linguistic repertoire 
to position himself as a member of the Lewiston community, challenging the deficit stereotypes 
of parents and teachers. He said, “I don’t know, part of me does feel like I always like to see like 
a little bit of like surprise on a lot of these like parents’ or faculties’ faces when like I engage in 
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conversations with them. That’s um, like when I don’t come across like with like, um, with like a 
heavy like New York—or not a New York accent, but like a Bronx, like slang accent, um, things 
like that, like things that, um, sort of separate me.” Jonathan’s demonstrating his mastery of these 
discourses is a means of asserting his place as a “full member” of the Lewiston community rather 
than a visitor or undocumented member. I intentional use the metaphor of citizenship here 
because there are several parallels to the exclusivity of elite independent school cultures and 
United States immigration discourses and policies.  
The second strategy that both he and Aisha used involves challenging dominant semiotic 
discourses related to hair grooming. Jonathan has been considering growing out his hair, and 
stated, “I was talking to my dad the other day, like I was asking him like, because there are just 
like certain things that I was trying to do, like with my hair, I was asking him about like, like 
cornrows or things like that…And I mean, in my mind, it’s sort of like, it shouldn’t really be, 
um, something that’s so frowned upon because like, it’s something that’s like, it doesn’t really 
reflect on your character.” At her school, Aisha formed a Queenly Kinks natural hair club. She 
stated, “I wanted to start a club so other people could feel that way and just a place where we 
could like learn hair tips and also kind of just learning to love our hair.” For BAD people, the 
choice of one’s hairstyling is a political act; and the wearing of one’s hair in its natural coily 
state—including braided styles, locks, or afros—has been a criminal offense or grounds for being 
suspended or expelled from schools. For example, as Kandace recalled how much she admired a 
BAD woman teacher who worked at her school, she noted the women never wore her natural 
hair, and students would encourage her to do so. Hence, BAD youth in NYCIS choosing to wear 
their natural hair sends a message that they are subverting dominant semiotic discourses.  
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While Aissatou illustrated translanguaging during the interview, explicit discussions of 
languaging and discourse practices did not surface much in alumni/ae interviews, with one 
exception. True often discussed the importance of languaging to identity construction and 
actively translanguaged with African American Language and Mainstream American English 
throughout the interview. They discussed speaking in African American Language with their 
BAD friends at school and having White peers question their authenticity. They also described 
having a good “accent” in speaking Spanish and wanting to learn it so that they could better 
converse with community members. In addition, True integrates Vincentian Creole in their 
creative writing and described the conflicts that they face with trying to appeal to different 
audiences. They explained how they strive to negotiate “access” to the various ethnicized, 
academic, and racialized communities to which they belong: 
Cause I’ve had like West Indian parents listen to my work. And a year later, a year later, 
come back and bringing me like the foods that I’ve mentioned in my work because I 
made it accessible. [Umm] Versus, I-I switch it up and I want like—they’re like all these 
Collins College poetry prizes that I applied for, and I knew I wouldn’t win because my 
work is not “complex” enough. It doesn’t talk about nature enough. [Umn] It doesn’t 
have this flow, you know. Cause I’m always battling with myself a lot about like, okay, I 
want my work to sound like-like Jericho Brown’s work, but my-my-my family might not 
be able to ac-you know, access his work. 
As a creative writer, True actively experiments with languaging that represents their West Indian 
identity and the dominant American English discourses in which they have been enculturated, 
and finding their voice among the cannon of BAD writers like the 2020 Pulitzer Prize-winning 
poet Jericho Brown.   
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Research Question 2 Findings:  
Impacts of Ideologies of Language, Race, Class, and Gender  
How do ideologies of language, race, class, and gender impact perceived schooling 
experiences of BAD high school youth and alumni/ae?  
What challenges and supports do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae encounter in NYCIS?  
 
Navigating Deficit Ideologies 
Overall, participants experienced psychological, emotional, and even physical harm 
because of dominant ideologies of language, race, class, and gender that served to dehumanize 
them as BAD people. Raciolinguistic ideologies informed verbal harassment by peers, degrading 
the linguistic expression of their BAD identities. English and language teachers, in particular, 
devalued the use of BAD language on written assignments and rarely included curricula written 
in BAD languages. Participants reported that White classmates frequently used the N-word, 
which was received as a form of discursive violence by BAD students, and these classmates 
never received serious consequences, if they received them at all.  
Deficit narratives of racial inferiority, hypersexuality, undesirability, and criminalization 
caused sustained and long-lasting mental health challenges for BAD participants. They all 
reported experiences of anti-Blackness at their schools. For example, Kandace expressed, “And 
always getting into like these heated debates that I would say really chipped away at my mental 
health. And it was just really like degrading to always be in these conversations with White kids 
and them trying to invalidate your lived experiences, and especially with little to no help, and 
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especially, even worse, the fake help—trying to say that they’re trying to help, but they’re really 
not—from faculty and staff and the fake alliance, um, and allyship that I saw.” Like all 
participants in the study, Kandace experienced regular microaggressions that were exacerbated 
by faculty and administrators’ failing to intervene and offer support. The “fake help” indicates 
surface actions that do not result in perpetrators’ facing serious, deterrent consequences. In their 
account, True corroborates the point of teachers’ not supporting BAD students. They explained, 
“But then when it comes to like, actually like having the back of someone you know who’s 
Black, like they don’t at all. So, it’s very broad, but all those teachers, I know that they won’t go 
to bat for the Black kids. And that’s just a fact. And if that’s the case, then I can’t be fully 
supporting you either. Um, and also just like, didn't see the purpose in like doing any sort of talks 
about like diversity or like anti-Blackness or anything like that. And so, it makes it a little hard 
for me to like those people.”  
All participants expressed the belief that classmates who came from wealthy families 
experienced privileges and were sheltered from receiving consequences. There was often the 
combination of White privilege and wealth that participants rarely disentangled. Aissatou shared 
an example of how wealthy students benefitted from having legacy status at selective universities 
and were admitted even with lesser grades. She recalled: 
Like this one kid named Bobby Bryant knew he was getting into Stanford cause they had 
a building named Bryant, you know, and I stand for it. [Kahdeidra laughs because she is a 
Stanford alumna and recognizes the name of the campus building] And like, but he knew 
it, but he was kind of ashamed about it. Like, ‘Oh yeah, I’m going to Stanford. Like I’m a 
legacy. I have a lot of money. My parents, they have a lot of money.’ ... Usually like they 
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had this weird, like ‘I deserve to go there.’ And surprisingly enough, you know they 
didn’t deserve it, which I thought was kind of surprising. 
Aissatou’s account highlights the contradictory discourses involved in the college application 
process. Wealthy students do often benefit from having legacy status, but they are not 
stigmatized in the way that BAD students are for having race be one of many factors in 
evaluating their college applications. According to Aissatou, Bobby Bryant was the exception 
among students who otherwise felt that they deserved admission based on their parents’ 
resources. In another example, True described wealthy White students’ being allowed to change 
advisories when other BAD students, who had conflicts with their advisors, could not. “And, you 
know, other White people, they could change advisory,” they said. “A bunch of them did. One 
kid with a bunch of money, a ton of money, he was in my advisory. They moved him. Another 
girl, they moved her. When I asked to be moved, they said, no. When Fatima asked, they said, 
no…They wouldn’t let any of us move!” 
 All participants reported experiencing or witnessing discrimination related to gender or 
sexuality. Furthermore, the intersections of sexism and homophobia with racialized and 
ethnicized identities was prevalent. In characterizing various independent school cultures, 
Aissatou assessed that single-sex schools promoted binary ideologies of gender and sex the most. 
She noted: 
It’s true. Sorry. It’s like, I know Harrison girls now, and I’m like, “Yeah, y’all are still the 
worst,” (Laughing) after 15 years. Um, Harrison are the worst, um, Lewiston [an all boys 
school] are like assaulters. They’re not good, not good people…Um, yeah, I think 
Harrison and Lewiston are like very similar of just both being like the extremes of what it 
means to think about identity, um, and sexuality and gender. 
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Aissatou’s characterizations of certain single-sex schools as being “the extremes” of sexuality 
and gender is echoed in Jonathan’s narrative, who is a current student at Lewiston, and who 
stated that Lewiston promotes a “boys will be boys” culture the protects students from taking 
accountability for their behavior, particularly with sexual harassment and assault.  However, 
Jonathan conceded that Lewiston’s negative reputation has a disproportionate impact on BAD 
students who are already criminalized in independent school spaces. He observed: 
Um, I think the reason why race hasn’t really come into it is because everyone who’s sort 
of, um, everyone who’s guilty of these actions has been White. Um, and that’s like, there 
is no real conversation about race surrounding that just because like, because that’s the 
norm at Lewiston…And that, like, there’s a part of that that just makes like, um, a lot of, 
and like not just Black kids, but like students of color, tread more carefully, um, in terms 
of like—like me, myself, like when I do end up like going out with my friends to like, 
um, like parties and things like that, like I do find myself sort of, um, like hypervigilant in 
terms of like what I’m doing and how I’m doing it, um, like how I’m carrying myself 
and, um, sort of like how my actions could look, um, if something were to happen. 
Jonathan reveals that although all of the accused perpetrators of sexual violence towards young 
women at Lewiston have been White, students of color feel additional pressures to “tread more 
carefully” and remain “hypervigilant” at social gatherings. To be clear, what Jonathan is 
describing are microaggressions that accompany the racial profiling of BAD men. Jonathan 
knows that if he is in the vicinity of perpetrators “if something were to happen,” there is a high 
probability that he would be suspected and accused first by law enforcement. As all of these 
instances demonstrate, one must consider the intersectional experiences of participants in relation 
to various deficit ideologies that permeate their schooling experience.  
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Challenges and Supports in NYCIS 
While they encounter several challenges, BAD youth and alumni/ae access a range of 
supports to aid their holistic experiences in schools. I have summarized the challenges and 
supports in the 28 thematic codes discussed earlier in the chapter, and I will use this section to 
highlight more specific areas of support. On the whole, BAD youth and alumni/ae benefitted 
most from: (a) relationships with faculty and staff members who served as mentors, (b) teachers 
who demonstrated interest in their cultures and taught a multicultural curricula, (c) time and 
space to socialize with BAD peers, and (d) participation in sports and arts programming.  
All participants shared that they had mentors, most of whom were women of color 
faculty members, whom they could confide in and who served as role models for them. 
Jonathan’s mentor was Dr. Riley, a BAD woman who was from the Bronx, as well. She would 
give him advice on how to manage feeling ostracized or experiencing microaggressions. Aisha 
named several teachers whom she especially liked, but Ms. Davis stood out the most. “And I 
think stepping into the school the first time and seeing like a Black woman be my literature 
teacher,” she stated, “I think that was important for me just being in, um, being in a White 
environment for the first time. And I think, um, yeah, she’s great.” One of True’s favorite 
teachers was a White Jewish teacher who brought high energy to the classroom. They said, “Um, 
history. I loved history, Mr. Lieberman. Hoo! Love him. He’s great… Honestly, it was his 
excitement. He was just always so excited. Um, and always like pacing back and forth and 
jumping and like running around the classroom, like talking about history, and I was like, why is 
he so excited? But like, it was honestly like watching a play.”  
Teachers who implemented culturally sustaining curricula had an extremely positive 
long-lasting impact on BAD students. Of all the participants, Chevelle had the most experience 
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with culturally sustaining curricula at the all girls school Chamberlain. In one instance, she 
described her French classes being taught by people of color who brought in knowledge of 
global Francophone cultures to the study of language. During what would be the highest point of 
the interview, she told me about a project in which she interviewed one of her French teachers: 
And, yeah, I just really liked that project, again, cause like I, um, interviewed her, I 
transcribed it, but I also turned it into a poem using some of her phrases. So again like, 
that creative, like content, that creative content, um, was really, and like having the 
agency and liberty to like kind of shape it into whatever I wanted, that was always 
something that I really loved. Um, and again, like, because I also like really loved 
language while I was there, as well, um, that also made it like exciting for me and fun. 
Yeah. I still distinctly remember that project, and that was really cool. That was really 
cool (Smiling). 
In this project, teachers combined student-centered and culturally sustaining pedagogy to engage 
learners, and, as an adult, Chevelle reflects fondly on the memory of this experience more than 
five years later. In reflecting further on classes she enjoyed, she stated: 
And yeah, just like really engaging, um...not just with content. Well, just in general, I feel 
like teachers that engage, not just with the academic content, but with like our 
lives...building more of a rapport and comfort in the, in those spaces. Those were like the 
teachers that I really, and then to this date, like I still like try to stay connected with them, 
as well, um, so they just like meant a lot. Yeah. 
In summary, a combination of student-centered and culturally sustaining curricula, personal 
relationships with teachers, flexible time to socialize in affinity groups, and participation in arts 
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and sports programming had the most positive impacts on the schooling experiences of BAD 
students.  
 
Research Question 3 Findings: Lasting Impacts of Schooling Experiences 
According to BAD alumni/ae, what are the lasting impacts of their NYCIS experiences on 
their present day lives? 
 
As summarized in the thematic codes, lasting impacts of NYCIS experiences are mostly 
negative with a few positives. Negative impacts include low self-esteem and a lack of self-
awareness. Positive impacts include academic preparation and preparation for the 
microaggressions that accompany attending a predominantly White institution. Notably, 
Chevelle recalled being well prepared academically for college but credited having attended an 
all girls school with the confidence that she showed in the classroom. She noticed: 
Um, I actually think that’s where I did appreciate going to a single sex school. I didn’t 
realize it until I got to a large coed college. Um, I think in gen—one thing I noticed about 
myself compared to like other peers, my freshman peers in college and stuff like that, was 
just that, in the classroom, I was just ready to take anything on…Like I felt really 
prepared in…in speaking up in the classroom, and I didn’t feel—which I didn’t expect 
really, but I really didn’t feel intimidated, especially when like I started having like 




Chevelle appreciated attending a single sex school. As a first year student, she noticed that she 
was being more assertive in the classroom than coed peers and that she was “just ready to take 
anything on.” 
 
Research Question 4 Findings: 
Ideologies of Language, Race, Class, and Gender in Public Narratives 
How do multimodal, public narratives of BAD alumni/ae describe ideologies of language, 
race, class, and gender in NYCIS?  
 
Public narratives of BAD alumni provided rich opportunities to better understand 
dominant ideologies in NYCIS. The experiences of authors corroborate several themes that were 
constructed from participant interviews. In Undocumented by Dan-el Padilla Peralta, Peralta 
describes the segregation of friendship groups, racialized notions of gender and sexual 
expression, and the microaggressions that BAD boys experience in NYCIS. Peralta confronted 
the discourse of BAD students being undeserving of college acceptances in the narrative. He also 
described a particular discourse of smartness at Collegiate that was critical to achieving 
popularity. In the graphic novel New Kid by Jerry Craft, BAD girls are marginalized and 
silenced. BAD boys experience microaggressions of being called the wrong name and being 
stereotyped by teachers and students as being violent or less intelligent. Students from low-
income families feel marginalized when other students take extravagant vacations, and 
administrators scrutinize how these low-income students spend their leisure time. For Andrew 
Ricketts, Prep for Prep and independent schools perpetuated deficit narratives of race and class. 
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He summarized the overall impression of his experiences with stating, “It wasn’t until my late 
twenties, in therapy, that I realized how much elitism, racism, and classism had traumatized me.” 
Collectively, thematic codes from interviews and analysis of public narratives generated 
findings that addressed each of the four research questions in this study. Narrative analysis of 
participant interviews yielded idiosyncratic codes that sought to portray the verisimilitude of 
participant experiences. Thematic coding from across interview data and analyses of public 
narratives provide a framework for interpreting the collective experience of BAD youth and 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN: DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
 
Introduction 
The purpose of this relational narrative case study was to understand the perspectives of 
BAD high school students and alumni/ae of NYCIS. 
The following four research questions guided the study:  
13. What kinds of multimodal and linguistic resources do BAD high school youth and 
alumni/ae of NYCIS use to express their identities as members of various 
communities?  
 
14. How do ideologies of language, race, class, and gender impact perceived schooling 
experiences of BAD high school youth and alumni/ae? What challenges and supports 
do BAD high school youth and alumni/ae encounter in NYCIS?  
 
15. According to BAD alumni/ae, what are the lasting impacts of their NYCIS 
experiences on their present day lives? 
 
16. How do multimodal, public narratives of BAD alumni/ae describe ideologies of 
language, race, class, and gender in NYCIS?  
 
The conclusions from this study followed the four research questions. The interview 
findings led to the development of 28 thematic codes centered on six salient topics: (a) 
relationships with peers, (b) relationships with teachers, (c) rigorous academics, (d) school 
culture, (e) expressing sexuality, and (f) hyperlocal literacies.  
These findings contribute to research on BAD students in independent schools illustrating 
that racism and classism continue to negatively impact the socialization of middle- and lower-
income Black students (Datnow & Cooper, 1997; DeCuir-Gunby, 2007; French, 2018; Horvat & 
Antonio, 1999; Jacobs, 2017). This study also adds to the general body of research on the 
socialization of youth in elite independent schools (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; Gaztambide-
Fernández, 2009; French, 2018; Kane, 1992; Khan, 2011; Powell, 1996). 
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I start this chapter by providing a brief summary of major findings for each of the four research 
questions and situate them in the broader literature. Next, I discuss limitations of the study, and I 
conclude with recommendations for further research.  
 
Research Question 1 Findings: Linguistic Resources and Identities 
BAD high school students used both linguistic and semiotic resources to express their 
identities. They strategically used the breadth of their linguistic repertoires to challenge 
raciolinguistic ideologies (Rosa & Flores, 2017) and position themselves as members of NYCIS 
communities. They also disrupted dominant semiotic discourses related to hair grooming by 
wearing their natural coily hair. Scholars of elite independent schools have noted that 
acculturation into elite schools involves mastering a set of discourses and dispositions. 
(Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009; Khan, 2011). As discussed elsewhere, discourses are not limited 
to languaging but include clothing, mannerisms, values, tastes, and other semiotic indices of a 
particular community. Ironically, by conforming to dominant languaging expectations, BAD 
students sought to disrupt raciolinguistic ideologies. And by countering dominant semiotic 
discourses surrounding natural, coily textured hair, they were disrupting White supremacist 
beauty ideals that dehumanize BAD people. Both acts of conforming and countering were 
expressions of agency, displaying the autonomy of individual BAD students.  
 
Research Question 2 Findings: 
Impacts of Ideologies of Language, Race, Class, and Gender & Challenges and Supports 
BAD participants experienced psychological, emotional, and physical harm resulting 
from dehumanizing ideologies of language, race, class, and gender. Raciolinguistic ideologies in 
233 
 
general (Martin et al., 2019; Rosa & Flores, 2017), and anti-Black linguistic racism (Baker-Bell, 
2020) specifically contributed to the linguistic expression of their BAD identities being 
degraded.   
BAD participants experienced deficit narratives of racial inferiority, hypersexuality, 
undesirability, and criminalization. In several accounts, BAD girls in co-ed schools were 
surveilled and verbally attacked by teachers more than BAD boys, belying their intersectional 
experiences of racism and sexism (Crenshaw, 1989; 1990). As a result of one recurring narrative 
in participant interviews, I created a composite participant transcript to bear witness to the story 
of their BAD female peer who was pushed out of a NYCIS.  This finding supports the body of 
research on the criminalization and pushout of BAD girls in K-12 schools (Morris, 2016). Class 
privilege and class prejudice surfaced in participant narratives, corroborating the findings of 
prior studies on students in independent schools (Datnow & Cooper, 1997; DeCuir-Gunby, 2007; 
French, 2018; Gaztambide-Fernández, 2009; Horvat & Antonio, 1999; Jacobs, 2017; Khan, 
2011).  
All participants reported experiencing or witnessing discrimination related to gender or 
sexuality. Furthermore, the intersections of sexism and homophobia with racialized and 
ethnicized identities was prevalent. Participants reported a higher frequency and greater severity 
of bullying and violence directed at BAD girls compared to BAD boys, who generally were 
reported to have been more readily embraced by White peers. The disproportional harassment 
and harsh treatment of BAD girls overall is indicative of misogynoir (Bailey, 2010; 2016).  
On the whole, BAD youth and alumni/ae benefitted most from: (a) relationships with 
faculty and staff members who served as mentors, (b) teachers who demonstrated interest in their 
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cultures and taught a multicultural curricula, (c) time and space to socialize with BAD peers, and 
(d) participation in sports and arts programming.  
 
Research Question 3 Findings: Lasting Impacts of Schooling Experiences 
BAD participants experienced the lasting negative impacts of low self-esteem and a lack 
of self-awareness. More useful impacts include academic preparation for college and preparation 
for the microaggressions that accompany attending a predominantly White institution. Beyond 
academic preparation, the skills acquired and passions honed through the arts were other lasting 
impacts. These findings align with scholarship that reported how students who attended elite 
secondary schools are prepared for the academic rigors and social discourses of highly selective 
colleges and universities (Coleman & Hoffer, 1987; Jack, 2016; 2019; Kane, 1992; Khan, 2011). 
 
Research Question 4 Findings: 
Ideologies of Language, Race, Class, and Gender in Public Narratives 
 Public narratives of BAD alumni corroborate thematic codes previously discussed in 
other participant narratives. One novel finding of the public narratives is the great extent to 
which participant experiences in PSPs like Prep for Prep can either mirror or buffer anti-
Blackness experienced in NYCIS.  
 
Limitations of Research 
The limitations of this study are determined by the specific choices that I made in every 
aspect of the research design and through each stage of the process. This relational narrative case 
study was intended to explore and narrate how BAD youth and alumni/ae experienced ideologies 
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of language, race, gender, and socioeconomic class in NYCIS.  Therefore, the themes that I co-
constructed based on my interactions with participants and the overall findings are specific to the 
context of this case study and are not intended to be generalizable or replicable. Most of the 
limitations that I have identified relate to recruitment methods and the terminology used. 
Thinking about the way that my project has been received by people is telling.  I had the 
parents of four youth who agreed to participate in my study before I received IRB clearance. 
Once I received IRB approval, parents reported that none of the youth wanted to participate in 
the study anymore. In speaking with one of the parents, she said that her middle school aged son 
had reservations about participating in the study because “Well, he didn’t think that he had any 
problems. He is just a happy child and didn’t have anything bad to say.” And my response to her 
was that I was interested in all experiences of BAD youth in the schools and that of course 
included positive experiences. In that instance, I realized that the way many people 
understood the study was that anything that focused on racialized experiences was seeking 
negative experiences. So, that is something to consider in itself, how people receive any 
discussion about race, ethnicity, and gender and how youth, in particular, might receive these 
messages. In the end, the discourses that they have already internalized about discussions of race, 
in making negative associations with any discussions of race, ethnicity, and gender, will 
determine their interest in participating in research.  
My recruitment materials did not specify that I was interested in experiences about 
racism; they expressed that I was interested in experiences about race. I will consider in any 
future studies different ways to frame it for youth in a way that will invite more voices. It is 
possible that misunderstandings about the study’s intent resulted in students and young alumni/ae 
who did agree to participate being those who “had something to say” about race, meaning that 
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they had strong feelings one way or another about racialized incidents that that they experienced, 
leading to more activist type participants being overrepresented in the study. Alternatively, there 
are also potential participants who felt strongly about their racialized experiences and 
vulnerability as minoritized members of these school communities, and the fear of reliving 
trauma during the research process or facing retribution for possible breeched confidentiality 
may have deterred their participation. 
In anticipating the potential bias resulting from the myriad reasons why youth and young 
adults might be drawn to or repelled by critical conversations about race, gender, and class, I 
attempted to mitigate against any skewed findings by posing interview questions that asked 
about people and experiences that made participants feel proud to have attended their schools 
alongside questions that asked about people or experiences that made them feel ashamed or 
isolated. Likewise, I asked about experiences that made them feel that they belonged and that 
made them feel like they did not belong, and I asked about specific classes and assignments that 
they especially enjoyed and those that they disliked. Overall, my questions elicited a range of 
participant narratives that my recruitment materials perhaps did not communicate as effectively 
as I had intended. Moreover, along with limited access to physical recruitment spaces because of 
the COVID-19 lockdown starting in March 2020, insufficient communication of research aims 
contributed to my yielding a smaller sample size than what I initially had planned. 
 
Recommendations for Future Research 
Based on the implications and limitations of this study, there are several possibilities for 
future research. Given the restraints on study recruitment because of COVID-19 when I started 
my data collection in Spring 2020, my first recommendation would be to replicate the interview 
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portion of the study and recruit more BAD young men. Because of the relational nature of the 
case study, and my positionality as a BAD woman, another option would be for researchers to 
pursue race and sex matching within their target population. For example, the BAD young 
women whom I interviewed were able to see me as mentor and trust that I could responsibly 
interpret our shared lived experiences as BAD women. BAD male researchers might have a 
similar effect with recruiting other BAD men. Another variation on this study would be to 
replicate the design in another urban location such as Boston, Los Angeles, Miami, Houston, 
Philadelphia, Atlanta, or Nashville that have sizeable multiethnic BAD populations and several 
independent day schools. Replicating the study with other racialized groups is yet another 
promising line of research.  
Second, further research is needed to assess the experiences of BAD educators in 
independent schools. Since the population size is quite small, in order to protect the privacy of 
participants, conducting a Tri-State area or regional study would work best. Along with studies 
of BAD youth and alumni/ae, the experiences of BAD educators would help to inform the 
diversity, equity, and inclusion policies at local independent schools. A significant strength of the 
study design is its attention to relationships and the hyperlocal context. Research that helps to 
illuminate current dynamics in a specific geographic context can best support culturally 
sustaining and inclusive curricula and program design. Third, a longitudinal ethnographic study 
of middle and high school youth could provide additional recommendations for independent day 
schools and colleges and universities in recruiting and retaining sustaining BAD youth.  
The suggested studies can provide additional recommendations for independent schools 
to consider when assessing their treatment of BAD youth and BAD teachers. Relational narrative 
case studies can increase the awareness of administrators, teachers, staff, school security guards, 
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BAD parents, and BAD students themselves on the obstacles and opportunities involved in 






Appendix A Reflexivity Journal 
Interview Mode/Location: ____________________________________ Date: ____________________ 
Participant ID#: ______________ 
Researcher Conducting Session:___________________________________________________ 
Interview Question What am I thinking 
and feeling? 
What body language 
did I notice from the 
Interviewee? 




might these have on 
the findings? 
How does this 
relate to previous 
learning? 
1. Can you please tell me 
your full name?  
 




     
2. What pronouns do you 
use? 
 
3. What year did you 
graduate high school? 
 







4. Where did you attend 
college? 









5. Is there something that 
you’d like to ask me 




     
6. What are the various 
communities or 
groups that you are a 









     
7. Which of these groups 
are most important to 
you?  
 







     
8. Are there any of these 
groups that you 
sometimes feel that 





you do not want to be 
a part of?  
 







9. Talk to me about your 




a. What was it 







































10. Is there any class or 
teacher whom you 

















11. Do you remember an 
experience that 
particularly stands out 
in your mind?  
 
 











     
12. What subjects were 
you good at in school?  








a. Why do you 
think you did 
















13. What were some of 
your favorite 
assignments from your 
time at school?  
 
a. Why did you 
















14. Are there any teachers 




a. What about 
them makes 


















15. Have you ever 
experienced 
discrimination at your 





Or, have you 
witnessed it with 
someone else?  
















16. Were you satisfied 
with how teachers or 
administrators 















17. Did you dislike any 













a. What happened to 









18. What types of 
experiences make you 
feel good or proud to 
























      
19. What people or 
activities at school 
have made you feel 























20. What types of 
experiences made you 







feel bad or ashamed to 

















21. What people or 
activities have made 
you feel like an 

























22. In what ways did the 
school prepare you 














     
23. Are there any negative 
consequences to your 
life now based on your 


















24. If you could, what are 
two changes that you 
would make to 
improve the 
experiences of 
students at your 











     
25. Is there anything else 
that you would like for 
me to know about 
your experiences at 
school? 




















 Appendix B Weekly Report Document 
Week Ending:  
 
What I Read  






























Appendix C “Semiotic Shape of You” Visual Collage Protocol 
“Silent For Too Long”: Voicing the Literacy and Learning Experiences of Black/African-
Descendant Middle and High School Students and Alumni/ae of NYC Independent Schools 
 
Visual Research Protocol: Semiotic Shape of You                 Duration: 5 days from prompt 
What are the sounds-words-images-shapes that tell your story? 
What is the Semiotic Shape of You? 
When you think about the families, cultures, nations, neighborhoods, spiritual 
communities, clubs, teams, groups, and other communities that you are a part of--
what sounds and words do you hear? What symbols and images do you see?  
 
Over the course of five days, you are going to create a collage reflecting you and 
the various communities that you are a member of. We will use the online collage 
program Kapwing, where you can upload and “remix” photos, images, video, and 
audio recording to build your own collage. You have total creative freedom except 
for one thing—you can ONLY use media that falls within the following categories: 
 
● It is your own text, photo, drawing, video, or audio sample that you created 
● You have the creator’s permission to use their work 
● It is free to use under a Creative Common license 
● It is freely available in the public domain 
 
Here’s how this process is going to work: 
  
Day 1: I send you the visual collage protocol (the document hat you are 
reading now!) and some links to free image websites. You choose your own 






Day 2: You continue gathering texts, images, video, and audio for your 
collage. 
 
Day 3: In the morning, I send you a question prompt via email or text 
message (your choice) asking you to reflect on the creation process thus far. 
Before the end of the day, you send me back a message answering my 
prompt.  
 
Days 4-5: You complete the collage on Kapwing and save it as an image.  




What happens next? I will send you a Doodle Poll to set up a 90 minute 
one on one interview with me. At the beginning of the interview, we will 
discuss your choices for the collage and how it represents you. Once you 
complete the interview, I will receive a $15 Amazon gift card to thank you 
for participating in my research study!  
 
What will I do with your artwork? After my research project is completed, 
I will compile the collages and display them publicly on my website and 
other social media to bring attention to this important project. That’s why it 
is extremely important that you: 1.) choose a nom de plume that will protect 
your identity from strangers and 2.) only include media that you have 
permission to use.  
 
What happens after the study is over? I will send you and your parents 
electronic copies of my completed dissertation and a smaller document that 
is a summary of my research findings. My long term plans are to publish a 
book based on this research. Hopefully, you will decide to remain in touch, 




BADNYCIS Collage Protocol:  Gathering Images on the Internet 
 
To complete your “Semiotic Shape of You” project, it is important to only use images, video, 
and audio samples that you have permission to use. This includes your own material that you 
produced, and you are welcome to use any image that is in the public domain or that is covered 
under a free use copyright.  
 
The easiest method may be to do a Google search for images and then limiting your search to 
Creative Commons licensing:  https://support.google.com/websearch/answer/29508?hl= 
 
Find images you can use &amp; share - Computer - 
Google Search Help 










10 Best Sites for Public Domain 
Images - Lifewire 
Public domain images are perfect for multiple 
reasons, from putting the finishing touches on a 
blog post or website to adding graphics to your 
printed projects or mobile app.. An image that's 
in the public domain is 100 percent free, but 
that doesn't mean that it's of lesser quality than 
one you have to pay for. 
www.lifewire.com 
 












How is the collaging going? I have a couple of questions for you: 
 
What do you intend for audiences to see, experience, and think about when viewing your 
work? 
 
What were some of the decisions you faced in creating your collage? In the end, how do you 
feel about them? 
 
Please respond to this email by the end of the day with a short response to these prompts. It 
doesn't have to be long, but if you can do one paragraph or more, that would be terrific. I'm so 











Appendix D Youth Interview Guide 
“Silent For Too Long”: Voicing the Experiences of Black/African-Descendant Middle and High 
School Students and Alumni/ae of NYC Independent Schools 
 
Interview Guide: Middle School & High School                                            Duration: 90 min. 
#Items: 23 
 
Researcher explains her roles in the interview, the interview format, its length, the recording 
devices, and how the data will be stored and used. There will be a scheduled 10 minute break 
after 45 minutes. However, participants may stop the interview at any time for breaks as needed. 
In addition, participants are free to end the interview at any time if they choose to do so.  
 
1. Can you please tell me your full name? What do you prefer to be called? 
2. What pronouns do you use? 
3. How old are you, and what grade are you in? 
4. Is there something that you’d like to ask me before we get started? 
 
Questions about Identity 
5. Let’s talk about your “Semiotic Shape of You” collage. What does it say about who you 
are and who other people say you are? 
6. Can you explain what you were thinking when you chose these various items to use? 
Talk to me about why you choose each one?  
7. If you had to name all the different communities or groups that you are a part of, what 
would they be?  
a. Think about all of the cultures, nationalities, neighborhoods, hobbies, and talents 
that you have.  
8. Which of these groups are most important to you? [If needed: Why?] 
9. Are there any of these groups that you sometimes feel that you do not want to be a part 
of? [If needed: Can you talk to me more about that?] 
 
Questions about School 
10. What excites you most about school? 
11. What subjects are you good at?  
12. What were some of your favorite assignments from last year?  




13. Are there any teachers whom you especially liked?  
a. What about them makes you feel this way? 
14. What do you wish teachers and students would do differently at your school? 
15. Have you ever experienced unfair treatment at school? Or, have you witnessed it with 
someone else?  
a. What was it about?  
b. In your opinion, was it handled well? 
16. Do you dislike any teachers or staff members?  
a. What happened to make you feel this way?  
17. What types of experiences make you feel good or proud to attend your school? 
18. What people or activities at school have made you feel included in the community? 
19. Are there any experiences that have made you feel bad or ashamed to attend your school? 
[If needed: Can you explain more?] 
20. Have any people or activities made you feel like an outsider in school? [If needed: Can 
you tell me more about that?] 
 
21. If you could, what are two changes you would make to improve your experiences at 
school?  
22. What do you look forward to doing in school this year?  






Appendix E Adult Interview Guide 
“Silent For Too Long”: Voicing the Experiences of Black/African-Descendant Middle School 
Students and Alumni/ae of NYC Independent Schools 
 
Interview Guide: Alumni/ae                                                                         Duration: 90 min. 
# Items: 25 
 
Researcher explains her roles in the interview, the interview format, its length, the recording 
devices, and how the data will be stored and used. There will be a scheduled 10 minute break 
after 45 minutes. However, participants may stop the interview at any time for a break, In 
addition, participants are free to end it if they choose to do so.  
 
1. Can you please tell me your full name? What do you prefer to be called? 
2. What pronouns do you use? 
3. What year did you graduate high school? 
4. Where did you attend college? 
5. Is there something that you’d like to ask me before we get started? 
 
6. What are the various communities or groups that you are a part of?  
7. Which of these groups are most important to you? [If needed: Why?] 
8. Are there any of these groups that you sometimes feel that you do not want to be a part 
of? [If needed: Why?] 
9. Talk to me about your time at your former school.  
a. What was it like fitting in?  
b. How did it go making friends?  
c. What were the clubs and teams like? 
 
10. Is there any class or teacher whom you especially enjoyed or disliked? Explain.  
11. Do you remember an experience that particularly stands out in your mind? It could be for 
any reason. 
12. What subjects were you good at in school?  
a. Why do you think you did well in these courses? 
13. What were some of your favorite assignments from your time at school?  
a. Why did you like them so much? 




a. What about them makes you feel this way? 
 
15. Have you ever experienced discrimination at your school (such as racism, classism, 
homo/transphobia, or sexism)? Or, have you witnessed it with someone else?  
a. What was it about?  
16. Were you satisfied with how teachers or administrators addressed the issue? 
17. Did you dislike any teachers or staff members?  
a. What happened to make you feel this way?  
18. What types of experiences make you feel good or proud to have attended your school? 
19. What people or activities at school have made you feel included in the community? 
20. What types of experiences made you feel bad or ashamed to have attended your school? 
21. What people or activities have made you feel like an outsider in school? 
 
22. In what ways did the school prepare you well for your life after graduation? 
23. Are there any negative consequences to your life now based on your experiences at the 
school? 
24. If you could, what are two changes that you would make to improve the experiences of 
students at your former school?  
















Appendix H Youth Assent Form 
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 
The Graduate Center, CUNY 
Ph.D. Program in Urban Education 
 
ADOLESCENT (AGE 13-17) ASSENT / PARENTAL PERMISSION 
FOR CHILD (AGE 13-17)  TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH 
STUDY 
  
Title of Research Study:  
  
“Silent For Too Long”: Voicing Experiences of Black/African-
Descendant Middle and High School Students and Alumni/ae of NYC 
Independent Schools 
 
Principal Investigator:  Kahdeidra M. Martin, M.S.Ed., M.Phil. 
            
  
Doctoral Candidate, Urban Education 
Faculty Advisor:    Wendy Luttrell, Ph.D. 
          Professor and Executive Officer, Ph.D. Program in Urban Education 
 
  
You are being asked to participate in a research study because you identify as Black, African, 
Afro-Latina/o/x, or Afro-Caribbean AND currently attend the 7th through 12th grade at a 
NYC independent school.   
  
Purpose:   
The purpose of this research study is to better understand the identity, expression, and 
schooling experiences of Black, African, Afro-Latina/o/x, and Afro-Caribbean middle school 
and high school  youth in elite NYC independent schools. As the Principal Investigator, I am 




belonging in various communities inside and outside of school. I am also interested in 
patterns of experience among current Black, African, Afro-Latina/o/x, and Afro-Caribbean 
students and alumni/ae of NYC independent schools. It is my hope that research findings will 
help me to make recommendations for schools to improve the experiences of these youth 
who attend their institutions.  
 
Key Information:   
• We are asking for you/your child’s permission to participate in research, and 
participation is voluntary; 
  
• This study consists of two activities that we are inviting youth to participate in:  
 
o create a textual and visual art collage and completing a written or audio recorded 
reflection [3-5 days self-paced] 
 
o complete a 1:1, recorded, video conference interview [90 minutes] 
 
Procedures: 
If you/your child volunteers to participate in this research study, we will ask you to do the 
following:  
 
o Textual and Visual Collage: On Day 1, we will email you/your child a set of 
instructions to complete the online collage. You/your child can complete this collage 
project at home or any other location of choice, at any time of day of choice. As long 
as you/your child is responding to the overall prompt and following the guidelines to 
use appropriately licensed media, the process of completing the collage is entirely 
independent and open. On the morning of Day 3, we will send you/your child a text 
or email question and ask for a response by the end of the day. You/your child will 
have up to Day 5 to complete the collage and return the saved image via email. 
 
o Video Interviews: Next, we will contact participants to schedule a 90 minute video 
conference via Zoom. There will be a scheduled 10 minute break after 45 minutes. 
However, participants may stop the interview at any time for breaks as needed. In 
addition, participants are free to end the interview at any time if they choose to do so. 
We will ask 23 questions about the process of making the art collage, you/your child’s 
relationship to different communities and cultures, feelings about teachers and staff 
members, favorite and least favorite subjects, and overall sense of belonging at 
school.  
 
We will use the video-record feature within Zoom to record the interview, and we will 
make transcriptions of the sound only. Your/your child’s name will not appear on the 




child’s name will not appear on them, and we will store them in a secure, encrypted 
cloud sharing site like Google Drive and a password-protected PC. No one but my 
faculty advisor and I will view the videotapes, and we will delete all videos after the 
interviews are transcribed. 
 
 
Potential Benefits of Participation: 
 
• There will be no direct benefits to you/your child as a participant. However, you/your 
child may feel proud of your/your child’s ability to contribute to scholarly knowledge 
about race, ethnicity, language, identity, power, and privilege in school spaces.  
 
 
Potential Risks or Discomforts:   
  
• This study involves no risk to your/your child’s physical and mental health. There is a 
potential risk of a breach of confidentiality, and some of the interview questions may 
make you/your child feel uncomfortable or upset. Your/your child’s participation in this 
research is voluntary. If you/your child are not comfortable with any of the questions, 
you can decide not to answer the questions or to suspend your/your child’s participation 
in the study.  
 
 
Payment for Participation:   
We will compensate you/your child for your time with electronic gift cards delivered to your 
email account. Within two weeks of completing the interview, we send a link for a $15 
Amazon gift card to your/your child’s email address. If you choose to end your/your child’s 
participation after completing the visual collage activity, you/your child will receive a $10 
Amazon gift card sent via email.    
 
 
Confidentiality:   
 
We will make our best efforts to maintain confidentiality of any information that is collected 
during this research study, and that can identify you/your child. We will disclose this 
information only with your permission or as required by law. To safeguard confidentiality 
during the video conference, we will limit access by using a waiting room and a unique 
password for meeting access that will change for each interview. We will use codes to label 
all visual collages, video recordings, and interview transcripts. We will store them in a secure, 
encrypted cloud sharing site such as Google Drive and a password-protected PC. No one but 
my faculty advisor and I will view the videotapes, and we will delete all videos after the 





We will identify visual collages and reflections according to a study ID number and the nom 
de plumes (pen names) that you/your child chooses for themselves. When you/your child 
completes an interview, we will ask questions about the collage during this time, and we will 
use the numeric code and pen names during the recorded interview.  
 
The research team named above (Principal Investigator and Faculty Advisor), authorized 
CUNY staff, and government agencies that oversee this type of research may have access to 
research data and records in order to monitor the research. Research records provided to 
authorized, non-CUNY individuals will not contain identifiable information about you. We 
might remove identifiers collected from you/your child as part of this study and use it for 
future research studies or distribute it to another investigator for future research studies 
without additional informed consent. I, the Principal Investigator, will contact the campus 
research agreements point person (RAPP) for permission to determine the need for a data 
transfer agreement prior to sharing data with non-CUNY researchers who are not on the 
research team. 
 
In the event of any publication or presentation resulting from the research, no personally 
identifiable information will be shared because your/your child’s name is in no way linked 
to the responses. In addition, we will use pseudonyms for any people and places named in 
the interviews, and we will use our discretion to delete or disguise specific details in order 
to protect your/your child’s anonymity to the public. The recordings will be used for 
educational, research, and transcription purposes. With your permission, the data will be 
stored indefinitely to allow us to use them for comparative purposes by conducting a similar 
study in the future. If at any time you would like to remove your sample from the data set, 
please contact Kahdeidra M. Martin at KMartin1@gradcenter.cuny.edu, or 347-722-5322.  
 
You will be given your study ID number for future reference.  
 
 
Participants’ Rights:   
  
• Your/Your child’s participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. If you/your 
child decides not to participate, there will be no penalty to you. You/your child can decide 
to withdraw your consent and stop participating in the research at any time, without any 
penalty.  
 
• Note to youth participants: You can talk this over with your parents or guardians before 
you decide whether or not to participate. Even if they say “yes,” you can still decide not 
to do this. 
 
 





If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, you can talk to the me 
directly, the Principal Investigator, Kahdeidra M. Martin, M.S.Ed., M.Phil. My phone number 
is 347-722-5322, and my email address is KMartin1@gradcenter.cuny.edu. You may also 
contact my faculty advisor, Wendy Luttrell, Ph.D., at wluttrell@gc.cuny.edu.  
  
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or you have comments or 
concerns that you would like to discuss with someone other than the researchers, please call 
the CUNY Research Compliance Administrator at 646-664-8918. Alternatively, you may 
write to:  
  
CUNY Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research  
Attn: Research Compliance Administrator  
205 East 42nd Street  
New York, NY 10017 
 
A. Electronic Signature of Participant:  
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign and date below. You will be 
given a copy of this form to keep.  
  
  
_____________________________________________________      
Printed Name of Participant  
  
  
_____________________________________________________    __________________________  
Signature of Participant            Date    
  
 
On the checklist below, please indicate if you would permit the researchers to 
contact you in the future for participation in other research studies. 
  
______ I agree to allow the researchers to contact me for future research studies.  
______ I do NOT agree to allow the researchers to contact me for future research studies. 
 
On the checklist below, please indicate if you would permit the researchers to store 
and/or share your visual collage and interview transcript for future research. 
  
______ I agree to allow my visual collage and interview transcript to be stored for future 
           research by the researchers of this study.  
______ I agree to allow my visual collage and interview transcript to be shared with 
           other researchers for future research.  
______ I do NOT agree to allow my visual collage and interview transcript to be stored 






B. Electronic Signature of Parent or Legal Guardian:  
If you give permission for your child to participate in this research study, please sign and 
date below. You will be given a copy of this form to keep.  
  
  
_____________________________________________________      
Printed Name of Parent or Legal Guardian  
  
  
_____________________________________________________    __________________________  
Electronic Signature of Parent or Legal Guardian     Date    
  
On the checklist below, please indicate if you would permit the researchers to 
contact you and your child in the future for participation in other research studies. 
  
______ I agree to allow the researchers to contact me and my child for future research 
studies.  
______ I do NOT agree to allow the researchers to contact me and my child for future 
research studies. 
 
On the checklist below, please indicate if you would permit the researchers to store 
and/or share your child’s visual collage and interview transcript for future research. 
  
______ I agree to allow my child’s visual collage and interview transcript to be stored for 
           future research by the researchers of this study.  
______ I agree to allow my child’s visual collage and interview transcript  to be shared 
           with other researchers for future research.  
______ I do NOT agree to allow my child’s visual collage and  interview transcript to be 




C. Electronic Signature of Researcher Obtaining Assent / Parental Permission  
  
  
_____________________________________________________________________________      
Printed Name of Researcher Obtaining Assent / Parental Permission  
  
  
_____________________________________________________________________________                     ____________ 




Appendix I Adult Consent Form 
THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK 
The Graduate Center, CUNY 
Ph.D. Program in Urban Education 
 
ADULT CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
  
Title of Research Study:  
  
“Silent For Too Long”: Voicing Experiences of Black/African-
Descendant Middle School Students and Alumni/ae of NYC 
Independent Schools 
 
Principal Investigator:  Kahdeidra M. Martin, M.S.Ed., M.Phil. 
            
  
Doctoral Candidate, Urban Education 
Faculty Advisor:    Wendy Luttrell, Ph.D. 
          Professor and Executive Officer, Ph.D. Program in Urban Education 
 
  
You are being asked to participate in a research study because you successfully passed the 
screening questionnaire to confirm that you identify as Black, African, Afro-Latina/o/x, or 
Afro-Caribbean AND are an alum/na/us of NYC independent schools AND are between four 
and ten years post-graduation (2016 and 2010). 
  
Purpose:   
The purpose of this research study is to better understand the identity, expression, and 
schooling experiences of Black, African, Afro-Latina/o/x, and Afro-Caribbean middle school 
youth and alumni/ae of elite NYC independent schools. As the Principal Investigator, I am 
particularly interested in how youth categorize themselves and their perceptions of 
belonging in various communities inside and outside of school. I am also interested in 
patterns of experience among current Black, African, Afro-Latina/o/x, and Afro-Caribbean 
students and alumni/ae of NYC independent schools. It is my hope that research findings will 
help me to make recommendations for schools to improve the experiences of these youth 





Key Information:   
• We are asking for your permission to participate in research, and participation is 
voluntary; 
  





If you volunteer to participate in this research study, we will ask you to do the following:  
 
o Video Interviews:  We will contact participants to schedule a 90 minute 
videoconference via Zoom or Blackboard Collaborate. There will be a scheduled 10 
minute break after 45 minutes. However, you may stop the interview at any time for 
breaks as needed. In addition, you are free to end the interview at any time if they 
choose to do so.  
 
o We will ask 25 questions about your relationship to different communities and 
cultures, feelings about teachers and staff members, and how experiences at school 
have impacted  your life after graduation. We will use the video-record feature within 
Zoom or Blackboard Collaborate to record the interview, and we will make 
transcriptions of the sound only. Your name will not appear on the transcripts. We 
will use codes to label all video recordings and transcripts, your name will not appear 
on them, and we will store them in a secure, encrypted cloud sharing site like Google 
Drive and a password-protected PC. No one but my faculty advisor and I will view the 
videotapes, and we will delete all videos after the interviews are transcribed. 
 
 
Potential Benefits of Participation: 
 
• There will be no direct benefits to you as a participant. However, you may feel proud of 
your ability to contribute to scholarly knowledge about race, ethnicity, language, identity, 
power, and privilege in school spaces.  
 
Potential Risks or Discomforts:   
  
• This study involves no risk to your physical and mental health. There is a potential risk 
of a breach of confidentiality, and some of the interview questions may make you feel 
uncomfortable or upset. Your participation in this research is voluntary. If you are not 
comfortable with any of the questions, you can decide not to answer the questions or to 






Payment for Participation:   
We will compensate you for your time with electronic gift cards delivered to your email 
account. Within two weeks of completing the survey, we send a link for a $15 Amazon gift 
card to your email address.  
 
 
Confidentiality:   
 
We will make our best efforts to maintain confidentiality of any information that is collected 
during this research study, and that can identify you. We will disclose this information only 
with your permission or as required by law. To safeguard confidentiality during the video 
conference, we will limit access by using a waiting room and a unique password for meeting 
access that will change for each interview. We will use codes to label all video recordings and 
interview transcripts. We will store them in a secure, encrypted cloud sharing site such as 
Google Drive and a password-protected PC. We will identify all videos and transcripts 
according to a study ID number. No one but my faculty advisor and I will view the videotapes, 
and we will delete all videos after the interviews are transcribed. 
 
The research team named above (Principal Investigator and Faculty Advisor), authorized 
CUNY staff, and government agencies that oversee this type of research may have access to 
research data and records in order to monitor the research. Research records provided to 
authorized, non-CUNY individuals will not contain identifiable information about you. We 
might remove identifiers collected from you as part of this study and use it for future 
research studies or distribute it to another investigator for future research studies without 
additional informed consent. I, the Principal Investigator, will contact the campus research 
agreements point person (RAPP) for permission to determine the need for a data transfer 
agreement prior to sharing data with non-CUNY researchers who are not on the research 
team. 
 
In the event of any publication or presentation resulting from the research, no personally 
identifiable information will be shared because your name is in no way linked to the 
responses. In addition, we will use pseudonyms for any people and places named in the 
interviews, and we will use our discretion to delete or disguise specific details in order to 
protect your anonymity to the public. The recordings will be used for educational, research, 
and transcription purposes. With your permission, the data will be stored indefinitely to 
allow us to use them for comparative purposes by conducting a similar study in the future. 
If at any time you would like to remove your sample from the data set, please contact 
Kahdeidra M. Martin at KMartin1@gradcenter.cuny.edu or 347-722-5322.  
 
You will be given your study ID number for future reference.  
 
 





• Your participation in this research study is entirely voluntary. If you decide not to 
participate, there will be no penalty to you. You can decide to withdraw your consent and 
stop participating in the research at any time, without any penalty.  
 
Questions, Comments, or Concerns:   
 
If you have any questions, comments or concerns about the research, you can talk to the me 
directly, the Principal Investigator, Kahdeidra M. Martin, M.S.Ed., M.Phil. My phone number 
is 347-722-5322, and my email address is KMartin1@gradcenter.cuny.edu.You may also 
contact my faculty advisor, Wendy Luttrell, Ph.D., at wluttrell@gc.cuny.edu.  
  
If you have questions about your rights as a research participant, or you have comments or 
concerns that you would like to discuss with someone other than the researchers, please call 
the CUNY Research Compliance Administrator at 646-664-8918. Alternatively, you may 
write to:  
  
CUNY Office of the Vice Chancellor for Research  
Attn: Research Compliance Administrator  
205 East 42nd Street  





Electronic Signature of Participant:  
If you agree to participate in this research study, please sign and date below. You will be 
given a copy of this form to keep.  
  
  
_____________________________________________________    __________________________  
Signature of Participant            Date    
  
 
On the checklist below, please indicate if you would permit the researchers to 
contact you in the future for participation in other research studies. 
  
______ I agree to allow the researchers to contact me for future research studies.  
______ I do NOT agree to allow the researchers to contact me for future research studies. 
 
On the checklist below, please indicate if you would permit the researchers to store 
and/or share your interview transcript for future research. 
  
______ I agree to allow my interview transcript to be stored for future research by the 
researchers of 
           this study.  
______ I agree to allow my interview transcript to be shared with other researchers for 
future 
           research.  
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